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Abstract

This thesis is composed of two parts. The first is a
critical introduction which explores the influences on the
author. The author is interested in the idea of style as a
character in such works by Ernest Hemingway, William
Faulkner, and Albert French. This discussion of these
authors leads into ideas of space, both physical and
metaphysical, in much of twentieth century literature.
Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man is an example. The
exploration of space in literature is important for the
determination of identity, which is one of the important
themes of literature in this century. The author connects
Sherwood Anderson's idea of the grotesque to ideas of
space. The inability of a character to grab a true truth
makes him or her grotesque just as the inability to create
or determine one's own space keeps a character from a true
identity.
The second part of this thesis is a work of fiction.
The author explores, in a novella, the ideas outlined
above. The protagonists returns from military service,
wounded physically and mentally.

He hopes to recreate a

family he perhaps never had. The members are emotionally
cold and provide little comfort. This coldness, in turn,
affects each character's ability to communicate. The
protagonist moves through orie family member to the next

with little success. Through flashbacks, the reader learns
of some of the pain of the character and why this task is
so important and why he is so determined to make this
exploration succeed.

This search only adds to his wounds

until the end when he is betrayed and alone. The story
questions not only ideas of space, but also ideas of
manhood, courage, and identity.

For Carrie. She held my hand.
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INTRODUCTION

At some point, when a person is doing something he or
she hasn't really done before, or has done but on a smaller
scale, that person stops and says to the self, "What the
hell am I doing?" or some such doubt-ridden phrase. One
either completely stops at that point or buckles down for
the ride.

Short stories I had done.

But a novella, that

was something new for me. After writing a couple of drafts,
I realized further I was lacking in my knowledge and my
approach.

I realized I really had no idea where I was

going or what I was trying to accomplish with my story. The
story I had was crap.

I didn't believe in it. So I

couldn't expect others to believe in it. For a while, I
immersed myself in reading.

I reread a lot of books I had

always liked and discovered new material, also. I began to
read as a writer, which helped me to articulate why I liked
certain works over others, and why some things worked for
me and some things didn't.

Most of all, this new reading

allowed me to discover what I wanted to do with my own
writing.
After a lot of reading, I thought I was ready to sit
down again and start rewriting. I thought I had some notion
of what I wanted to do. And I did, I really did.

But with
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the serious reading I had accomplished, I had built a
barrier. I started writing about certain characters and
scenes, but then realized what I was writing seemed awfully
familiar.

They were my own characters, my own

descriptions, but I seemed painfully aware of similar
characters in other works.

If I have a dispossessed

character wandering the countryside, wouldn't I be stealing
from William Faulkner? This was bothering me. I didn't know
what to do, so I went back to my reading.
discovered Cormac McCarthy's early work.

Thankfully, I
Here was a writer

who seemed very steeped in the Faulkner tradition.
McCarthy's works are filled with dispossessed characters,
downtrodden folk,

incestuous families, and everything else

that a reader finds in Faulkner. Outer Dark, like The Sound
and the Fury, is about an incestuous brother and sister.
Lester Ballard, from Child of God, is as dispossessed as
any Faulkner character, including Joe Christmas. And when I
read Child of God., I had to stop and reread passages from
The Sound and the Fury when I came upon a character
mentioned by McCarthy. McCarthy's character, Lester
Ballard, walks into a run-down shack and sees someone that
looks suspiciously like Benjy Compson. It was a liberating
moment for me.
Finally, I was able to write about a situation and not
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have to worry about whether or not I would be seen as
stealing from someone else. I realized that despite the
similarities between McCarthy's slobbering character and
Faulkner's, each character was endowed with the writer's
own authorial touch which made each character uniquely the
character of his creator.

As long as the characters I

wrote had my own touch about them, they were mine.
I think also this commonality is what attracts a
reader to a certain work. The reader identifies with
something the author has created. There isn't just one
Benjamin Compson in the world. Many people know their own
version of such a person which allows them to identify with
Faulkner's character so much. The worlds portrayed by
Faulkner (Yoknawpatawpha) and McCarthy (Tennessee hills)
are worlds that seem similar to my own experiences and
helped inform my own story.
As I said earlier, my early drafts were crap.

Reading

the works of Faulkner and McCarthy helped me to see that. I
don't just mean because their writing is so much better
either. I realized I was making the biggest mistake a
writer could make. I was a cliche. I wasn't writing about
what I know about. I had started writing about a college
community in Central Illinois and an old man who lived
downstairs from the main protagonist.

BORING. Even I was
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bored with the story. It was simply awful because I had no
real attachment to the material.

I had lived in a similar

situation for less than a year out of the twenty-some-odd
years I had been alive. I was wading through puddles when I
could have been swimming in the ocean.
As Sherwood Anderson advised Faulkner to write about
that "little patch up there in Mississippi," Faulkner and
McCarthy showed me through their own writing that there is
a wealth of material when writing about one's own neck of
the woods. Faulkner's two early novels, Soldier's Pay and
Mosquitoes, written basically during a short time spent in
New Orleans with Anderson, are novels whose basic value is
that Faulkner wrote them, for they are not widely regarded
as his best work.

Writing in New Orleans about subjects

that comprised small moments in his life did not inspire
him as the later works did. The later works, of course,
elevated him to the pre-eminent spot of American writers.
McCarthy's preoccupation with the Tennessee hills and more
recently with the Texas Borderlands has prompted some to
call him our most pre-eminent American writer now working.
I, of course, haven't written two novels, but between
my early drafts of my novella and the final draft, there is
a marked difference, as there is between Faulkner's first
two novels and his later works, brought about by an
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examination of where the author came from.

When I started

drawing from my own country background, a rural sensibility
rooted the story into a definitive place and a bit of
confidence started creeping into my writing.
As I started writing again, I sought out other works
by others who, as Malcolm Cowley notes about Faulkner, have
a "brooding love for the land where he was born and
raised." I reread John Steinbeck, but compared with
Faulkner, his regionalism, except for Grapes of Wrath,
didn't seem to have as much of a universal appeal or
message as Faulkner did.

Somehow, Steinbeck seemed

sentimental. I am generally against the term "regionalism."
It is an injustice to categorize someone such as Dorothy
Allison, author of Bastard Out of Carolina, feminist and
lesbian, as someone merely concerned with geography. I
enjoy authors who write about their so-called region, but
the authors I admire are able to transcend that regional
appeal and portray truths identifiable for all.

This is

what I wanted to accomplish with my own story. I was able
to create a certain region and hopefully was able to show
the condition of my character, a condition anyone should be
able to recognize, through his interaction with his
environment.
I was Yery interested in the ways the notion of a
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region or environment could be used in my own novella.
Certainly how the setting showed the displacement or
isolation of a character was important. F. Scott Fitzgerald
contrasts garbage heaps and opulent mansions in order to
show the desolation of Gatsby and of the age itself.
Recently, novelists such as Jay Mcinerney and Brett Easton
Ellis have illustrated similar situations in which the
emptiness of their character's lives are set off against
the seemingly affluency of the character's lifestyles.
In my novella, I attempted something similar. One of
the issues I was concerned about was the characters'
inability to communicate. Ballard is the only character who
interacts with the other characters. The other principle
characters never come together. Such a meeting would be
potentially devastating for all involved. The closest the
characters come together is when the grandfather goes to
his son's house to pick up Ballard, his grandson. The
grandfather nearly has a heart attack.

Ballard, too, feels

the tug of emotion at being in a place where the characters
once resided together, that is, his mother and father.
However, the surrounding landscape is fecund and alive.
The winds blow.
active.

The waters swirl.

The landscape is very

This fecundity contrasts the sterility of the

characters' personalities or their inability to
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communicate.
The rural setting is also a physical depiction of the
isolation the inability to communicate brings about.

Each

character Ballard encounters is located in a unique space
within the story.

As Ballard moves across the landscape,

he encounters his father at the airport, his grandparents
in the middle somewhere, and his mother at the other end.
Though I didn't intend this placement initially, I found it
suitable to the story and was pleasantly surprised. I think
this placement and the realization of it illustrates the
comfort I felt writing about a region I was at home in.
The story is able to take over and the author is, in a
sense, able to step back and let things happen.
Though the notion of region intrigued me, I had to be
careful of overindulgence. Early drafts included full-blown
descriptions that were a bit melodramatic. A well-crafted
description better served my needs than meaningless
description. I wanted to achieve the relationship Hemingway
achieved between a character's inner feelings and the
environment around him or her.
end of

A Farewell

Henry's desolation at the

to Arms is perfectly aligned with the

mist enshrouded evening he walks through. When my
character, Ballard, runs from the memories and turmoil he
feels brought about by his exploration of his father's
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house, he runs outside where the
wind kicked the leaves, trees swayed and creaked in
the air.
Clouds bounded across the sky, past the
lake, and piled into the distance, gathered up in huge
bales. He dashed down the decline towards the dock.
The boat tethered there bucked about at the end of its
rope. The water, breaking in the wind, dashed about
the wooden platform, splashing drops down onto the
deck.
I find this alignment between physical and mental
conditions to be appropriate and much more important in
setting mood and tone. A nice, happy day somehow seems
inappropriate. I just had to be careful I didn't end up
writing some sort of pulp story like Doc Savage or Mickey
Spillane.
Sherwood Anderson, still an influence on writers
today, is also very well known for a very specific region,
the fictional Winesburg, Ohio.

The effects this town has

on his characters is devastating.
with the grotesque.

Winesburg is synonymous

It is nearly symbolic of each

character's grotesqueness.

It is the town and all of its

grotesqueness which George Willard seeks to escape. Only
then does he find solace. The reader is given a glimpse of
this: "Now that he had come out of town where the presence
of the people stirring about, busy with a multitude of
affairs, had been so irritating, the irritation was all
gone" (241). This distance is important for it allows
George to think anew about the town and its people. He
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suddenly has reverence for them, as the reader is told.
By the end of the book, George does leave the town.
The effects of the town and its people become then a
positive attribute upon George and "his life there had
become but a background on which to paint the dreams of his
manhood" (247). The knowledge which he has gained
throughout the book about the town and its people,
knowledge which he seemed to despise so much, becomes
something important. This exploration of his life allowed
him to move on to the next phase of his life.
I think without such knowledge, people are doomed to
repeat the dullness of their lives. This idea helped inform
my own work. My character, Ballard, a young man much like
George Willard, returns home from the military. The tension
between Ballard's past and his present has never been
resolved which creates the drama of the story. His very
identity is in question. This is what I found myself
fascinated with as I continued work on my novella.
One thing my continued reading helped me to articulate
was the relationship between identity and space.

I was

trying to figure out Ballard's identity and the
relationship it had with the region or physical space he
inhabited. The question for me was, "Is identity something
a person can create or is identity created and thrust upon
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a person by outside circumstances?" The writers I found to
be doing serious exploration of space were AfricanAmericans.

What they have to say about space and identity

is very important and I found it very fascinating and
enlightening.
One of the most important works of this century and
which is primarily concerned with space and identity is
Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man. In Ellison's novel, the
unnamed hero is confined to a very small space and has no
name. He is literally without space. The exploration the
character has undertaken was not of his own space, but the
space of others.

Only through his knowledge of the other

space is he able to start to create his own space and
identity.

"The hibernation is over," he says.

"I must

shake off the old skin and come up for breath" (438). The
invisible man knows he must create his own space in order
to create and control his own identity.
An exploration of space other than the character's own
tends to illuminate that character's own dispossession as
the unnamed hero exploration of white space in Invisible
Man shows us. This dispossession created by a lack of space
keeps a character from forming a clear identity. What the
formation of space allows is clearly illustrated in Ernest
J. Gaines'

novel, A Gathering Of Old Men .. The creation of a
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common space allows the men to create an identity separate
from one created by whites.
We have seen two aspects of space in literature so
far.
and

With Invisible Man, the lack of space was the concern
th~

problems associated with it. A Gathering of Old Men

showed what can happen when a space is created and the
feelings that arrive.
Through these two novels and a third, Billy, written
by Albert French, which deconstructs notions of defined
space, I was able to discover exactly what could be done
with space and the ideas or themes associated with space.
The most important idea for me being, of course, the notion
of identity. Though the final position of my character is
mostly related to the protagonist in Invisible Man, it was
still important that I understand the full range of
possibilities and ramifications of the relationship between
space and identity.
Asking the question I asked earlier about identity, I
realized it wasn't quite an either/or situation. A person
has a choice. I think the true strength of a person is the
ability to overcome his/her environment, to create a
separate identity. As I stated, Ballard is most closely
related to the protagonist in Invisible Man. At the end of
my novella, Ballard is finally able to escape from the
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interior of the "whale.'' He is now without a space, but
like the invisible man, he understands his position and
will be able to create his own space.
As I developed the ideas and themes I wanted to
explore in my story, I realized more and more that the way
I presented them stylistically was just as important. I not
only read novels to help me articulate my own ideas, but
also to discover why authors wrote in a certain style in
order to help myself develop an appropriate style.
Like Cormac McCarthy does with Faulkner, I have a
tendency to emulate those writers I admire. This can cause
a slight problem when two of the writers you most admire
are Faulkner and Ernest Hemingway. The two are worlds apart
stylistically. Somehow, Faulkner's style just didn't work
out for my purposes. In yet another draft of my story I had
written about a four-page sentence reflecting my
appreciation of Faulkner. I rather enjoyed the creation of
the sentence.

Of course it had no business in any story I

was writing at the time.

But it was fun while it lasted.

My advisor knew better, though.

The writer, Annie Dillard,

in her book, The Writing Life, has a good story about such
activities:
A cabdriver sang his songs to me, in New York. Some we
sang together. He had turned his meter off; he drove
around midtown, singing. One long song he sang twice;
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it was the only dull one. I said, you already sang
that one; let's sing something else. And he said,
"You don't know how long it took me to get that one
together." (7)
Getti~g

that four-page sentence together took me quite a

chunk of time and was fun, but for the story it was
completely inappropriate and did not work at all.
Reading Hemingway and others closely taught me style
isn't a random decision. The style must parallel the mood
of the story itself, I am reminded of Hemingway's short
story, "The Killers." It's a bare-bones story. The wording
is sparse and mostly dialogue.

I started thinking about

why this story works. Nick Adams is the bright boy, He's
always got something to say. He thinks too much. That's his
problem. He doesn't realize until nearly the end that there
isn't any good he can accomplish. Nobody else cares, hence
the last two lines: "I can't stand to think about him
waiting in the room and knowing he's going to get

it~

It's

too damned awful." "Well," said George, "you better not
think about it" (289).

The sparseness of the story

reflects the attitude of the other characters of the story
and in a way foretells Nick Adam's epiphany that it's
better not to think about it, not to articulate your
thoughts, not to get involved. Hemingway uses this style
for a reason.

It's not just the way a journalist would

write. The style reflects attitudes and positions. It

Intro
14

foretells the final isolation of Hemingway's characters,
not only Nick Adams in "The Killers," but also Robert
Jordon in For Whom the Bell Tolls and Henry in A Farewell
To Arms.

Hemingway doesn't have to come right out and tell

the reader what a character is feeling at a certain time.
The short efficient passages of description are rendering
enough. Hemingway presents the reader with a paradox. He's
mister tough guy.

Death is death, he says.

It's a fact of

life or of war.· There's nothing we can do about it. But
then his styling undermines that sentiment with its
tightness and control.

Death may be a fact of life,

whether it's the old Swede from "The Killers" or an unknown
man in an ambulance. There may be nothing the characters
can do about the situation and they adopt that sentiment
for their exterior, but inside they really are torn up
about it.
Hemingway wasn't the only one who showed me how
effective style could be in a story. There is an urgency
that reflects the turmoil of the situation. French doesn't
slow the pace down with periods. "Billy's eyes are glaring,
he catches a glimpse of Helen Marks and keeps staring until
he is yanked away" (137). He gives the reader a quick gasp
with the comma after "glaring," instead of the breather of
a period.

He keeps the sentences simple., linking them with
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conjunctions in order to develop a lyrical rhythm.

The

pace is spellbinding and sucks in the reader until one
almost forgets the injustices that have occurred, thus
implicating the reader in the same injustices.
In my story, I tended to make adjustments according to
the situation. I tried to maintain a relatively simple
style throughout, although at times I would adjust
according to the character's state of mind. Early in the
story, a young Ballard enters his bedroom after seeing his
mother lose control for the first time. She has yelled at
him, also: "Baseball cards littered the floor.
stubbled the carpet.

Tinkertoys

Her footsteps moaned above his head.

Each step wound the tension tighter, jerking his head up as
if he were a stringed puppet.

The tension, cold and sharp,

stuck in his shoulders like pins." With the first three
sentences of this passage, I give the reader short,
stabbing sentences that reflect what I say in the fifth
sentence.

Much later in the story, Ballard has curled up

in a bed and for the first time in a long time feels some
ease.

Hopefully, the style reflects the safety he feels.

"And, too, in this very bed he'd slept many a time, found a
soft nest, had curled up against the wall, thick blankets
unfolded, stretched out over his youthful body, and if he
scrunched down, turned wallward, pushed into his pillow, no
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noise would come, no light, his senses dulled effectively."
This is probably the longest sentence in my story. It is
layered with phrases like a nest should be.
The style I chose not only reflects the character's
state of mind, but I think it also reflects the inability
to control events in his life. Hemingway showed me this. As
I mentioned earlier, Hemingway's style sets up a paradox
for the reader. This style is an attempt to control
emotion. It is also an attempt to show that the characters
are in control in a crazy world. It is a false sense of
control though.

Perhaps a discussion of two other authors

would better illustrate my point.
Art Spiegelman's Maus is a graphic novel. In this, I
mean it is basically a comic strip. Comic strips are
perhaps the simplest example of literature we have.

Though

to call Maus simple is an injustice for it deals with
complex problems in a complex manner. It is the author's
attempt to make sense out of the effects of the Holocaust.
The minimalist comic strip approach of using outlining and
sketching suggests that Spiegelman's character can't get a
full grasp of the Holocaust. The form allows Spiegelman to
show the impossibility of the situation. Spiegelman is
attempting to control the uncontrollable with a very
deliberate methodical style.
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On the back of Kurt Vonnegut's Slaughterhouse Five,
there is a quote from Life Magazine which describes the
book as "splendid art and simplicity ... nerve racking
control ... " Of course, this stylistic control is an attempt
by the narrator to control the uncontrollable again, in his
case, the firebombings of Dresden. The narrator says about
the book: "It is so short and jumbled and jangled ... because
there is nothing intelligent to say about a massacre." (19)
In Maus and Slaughterhouse Five, the characters are in
situations and positions created by outside circumstances.
They do not feel like they are in control of their
destinations so they attempt to gain some power, and
falsely I might add, through a stylistic control.
When I wrote about the situations my character
encounters, this idea of stylistic control seemed
appropriate for the character to approximate some control
over the events in his life. It allows Ballard to fill
himself with delusion, to numb himself against what he
cannot control. It allows him, as it does Vonnegut's
narrator, to endure.
Reading novels from a writer's perspective illuminated
for me the number of choices a writer must consciously
make.

This was probably one of the most important things I

learned during the creation of my own novella. It not only
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allowed me to further understand what was going on in my
own work, but also in the works of others. Everything must
be decided.

Nothing can be left to chance. Just because a

character is out of control in the narrative doesn't mean
the author is out of control.
In much of the work I discussed here, the notion of
identity was important. Feelings of identity were something
I, too, wanted to explore with my character.

But writing,

for me, is a means of creating identity. It sets me apart.
This is me, it says. This is my story.
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WHALE

The face of the angel had disappeared. Ballard couldn't
see the face that fed, clothed, and bathed him, the tight,
thin-lipped smile that answered the questions of a six-yearold boy, the soft, green eyes that never tired, that always
reassured him.

The face that broke his nightmares.

The

face that shone in his mornings.
The new face screamed, the tight mouth grimacing now
and refusing his questions. The eyes, turned dark, scared
him.

Ballard watched the movement. Steam rose in swirls

from the stove, the pressure cooker shrilling. Her arm shot
out and silenced it, crashing it to the floor. The roast and
garnish spread about her feet as she screamed at the
darkness in the window. A shudder racked Ballard.

Hunger,

though, stemmed his fear.
"Mom."
She turnedi the darkness in her eyes melting into
tears.

A finger went up and tapped a drop. Her shoulders

shuddered as she took deep breaths to stem her tears.
"I told you to get to bed."
"I'm hungry."
"You'll get fed." She took a step from the window.
"Just go to your room."
His hesitation brought another scream.
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The floor creaked under his bare feet as he stepped
down the stairs and into his bedroom. Baseball cards
littered the floor. Tinkertoys stubbled the carpet. Her
footsteps moaned above his head. Each step wound the tension
tighter, jerking his head up as if he were a stringed
puppet. The tension, cold and sharp, stuck in his shoulders
like pins. He gathered up the colored wood pieces and dumped
them into the tall, round container, listening to the clunk
each made on the tin bottom. He pulled in the cards around
him, creating a circle around his hunched and folded body.
He picked up Pete Rose, placed him next to Concepcion. Joe
Torre next to Bob Gibson.

Willie Stargell hit 48 homers in

the last year. Babe Ruth hit 714 lifetime. The other two
all-time homerun leaders looked out at him. Hank Aaron--673.
Willie Mays--654. Ruth had 60 in one year.
Mays would be his centerfielder. He moved aside the
pile to his front and waved Mays into position. Carew went
out to second. He hit solid and consistent and that was
important.

Oliver at first.

Munson caught. Seaver took the

mound.

Aaron and Yastrzemski joined Mays. Garvey could play

third.

Concepcion, shortstop.

The game started. Seaver struck out the first two
batters.

The third batter popped out to give Mays a bread-

basket catch.
"Ballard."
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Her voice jerked his head up. He remained sitting, head
tilted back, watching the face.
The angel had not returned. The tired and empty eyes
gave out the only hint of softness. Crying had brought out
lines he hadn't seen before around the nose and mouth. He
recognized the face, but knew it was not the same. He picked
up the cards, bound them with rubberbands, and stacked them,
team by team, in the Converse shoebox he'd salvaged from the
trash.
"Ballard, I want you to get dressed. We're going to
your grandparents."
"Why?"
He settled back, his weight shifting to the palms of
his hands, then thought better of it, leaning instead to one
side, allowing himself to bring his legs out from under his
body and to push himself up off the floor.
"Never mind why. Just hurry up and get change~."
She had already changed her clothes. The dress that had
hung about her knees and that Ballard had told her was so
pretty earlier was gone, her legs covered now with jeans.
Her long blonde hair, pulled now to the back of her head,
was tucked down into the heavy sweatshirt that had replaced
the white blouse.
From the closet she started pulling out clothes. She
had snatched at the light chain and it had wrapped around
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the clothes rod.
"Those are my school clothes."
"I know."
He slipped out of his cut-offs and t-shirt and stood in
his white underwear while she rummaged through the closet,
pulling out more than a night's worth of outfits and tossing
them onto the bed.
"How long are we going?" He watched the pile grow.
"I don't know." She turned and looked at him. "Get
dressed."
"Wha' do I wear?"
From under his pillow she jerked out his flannel
pajamas, flung them through the air, and he caught them.
"My pj's? Wha' do I gotta wear my pajamas for?"
"So your grandmother won't have to worry about it
before you go to bed."
Stooped on one knee, her back arched over, her head
angled up, she swept her arm blindly under the bed until her
fingers brushed against the handle of Ballard's suitcase.
She scuffled back from the bed, bringing the dusty case out
at arm's length.
Before she could rise, her eyes caught a movement in
the window high on the basement wall. The way she stopped
reminded Ballard of a doe he'd startled once in the woods
along the lake. He'd tried to keep its eye, but it turned
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and bounded back into the deep wooden tumble. The crowned
road outside ran past the front of the property.

Headlights

spread across the drapes she had sewn on the machine. She
stopped and watched it disappear as the car sped on past. As
Ballard dressed, she brushed off the case.
"Remember last time you used this?" She tried to smile
at Ballard.
"Yeah."
The summer before they had all gone to the city for a
weekend. It was the only vacation Ballard could remember,
though she said they had all gone once to Disneyland when he
was three. He couldn't remember. In the city, they had all
stayed in a big hotel with a swimming pool and Ballard had
watched his only baseball game, though he had been promised
another.
Ballard trod behind his

mother~

turning out the light

and following her up the stairs. The suitcase banged against
his ankles. The kitchen was dark. They went past, on down
the hall to the front room where he dropped his small case
next to her matching but larger piece. Ballard plopped down
and pulled on his tennis shoes while she opened the door and
set the luggage on the front step. As Ballard stepped past
her, she reached back in and flicked out the lights.
"Aren't you going to leave a light on?"

"No."
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They rode through the night in silence. Through the
trees, Ballard spotted the lake shining in the darkness.
When the glimmering surface vanished from sight, the
darkness seemed to swallow the car. Distant lights, isolated
yet sewn into a single dark fabric, spread across the fields
that had replaced the hills and trees around Turtle Lake,
shone like stars as Ballard imagined he was flying high
above the earth in a silver airplane.
He landed in a soft, warm bed, his stomach filled,
nestled beneath the worn and hand-stitched quilt of his
grandmother with his head deep in a down pillow, listening
to her soft voice as she asked what story he wanted. A light
slashed across the bed from the bathroom down the short
hallway where his gr~ndfathe~ prepared for his own bed.

The

drawn curtains slowly ·danced on a breeze sweeping through
the open window. An occasional light moved across the walls
and circled around the room as cars sped past along the
rural road running past the farm.

Standing at the kitchen

window, Ballard had watched her headlights pull away and
disappear.
"Read me the whale story."
"It'll give you bad dreams," she whispered with a
playful smile, though already her finger had gone to the
moisture of her tongue, then reached for the thin tassel
that marked the passage.
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"No it won't. Please."
She smiled again. "Close your eyes." She tugged at the
frayed white sweater draped across her thick heavy
shoulders.
" ••• And Jonah tried to get away from God. He went to
Joppa and paid the fare for a ship in order to escape God,
but God sent out the winds to break the ship.
"And all the sailors were afraid of God and the Captain
asked Jonah to pray.

'Come, let us cast lots,' the sailors

said, and the lots fell on Jonah, and Jonah said,

'I am

afraid of God. '
"And the sailors asked what they could do to appease
God •.• "
"What's appease mean?"
"To make happy.
" ••• And Jonah said,

'Cast me into the seas.'

"And the sailors cast Jonah into the stormy waters.
"And God calmed the seas and sent a great fish to
swallow Jonah."
"Grandma?" he said, his eyes still closed, lingering at
the edge of sleep.
She paused and waited.
"Grandma, when will Dad be back?"
"Maybe tomorrow."
She started reading again. Jonah was in the fish for
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three days. Ballard felt the darkness swallowing him again,
the darkness swallowing him into the huge caverns of his
parents' lives.
He dozed away, waiting still for the fish to spit Jonah
on to dry land.

It was dark and someone was crying. A nurse walked in
on soft shoes that whispered and reminded them there should
be quiet and that crying was a violation. Ballard listened
to where she went. She walked past, in a hurry and up on her
toes to two beds down, Ballard guessed, and across the
aisle.

That was that guy from Utah who'd stepped on a

landmine.

One leg gone already and the doctors were

thinking of taking the other one.

Ballard worked sounds

over in his mind but couldn't remember the guy's name. He
didn't even know what he looked like. Ballard couldn't sit
up so he only knew the voices of most the other patients.
The only faces he saw belonged to bored doctors and nurses
and the two guys, one to either side of him, who he could
see when he turned his head.
The metal coils of the hospital bed creaked as the
nurse sat down to comfort the crying man. Ballard thought
about what made the guy sob in deep, long gulps like that.
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The staff gave them stuff for pain. Maybe it wasn't enough.
Maybe he'd been dreaming. Ballard imagined his own legs
gone.

First he thought it would hurt, then realized he

wouldn't feel anything. That was wrong, too. He'd feel
something surely, it just wouldn't be down there. He
listened to the nurse's voice try to ease the man's pain,
but now she just sounded like a fly buzzing the room.
Ballard wished the guy would just slap her. Let him cry.
Ballard heard other noises in the ward. The beds
creaked here and there as others listened uneasily.
Ballard's heart felt empty. He knew it could be himself
crying, but felt guilty anyway for listening and knew from
the tension in the dark that the others felt the same way.
Ballard prayed he would never cry here before he left. If he
cried like that some

nigh~,

morning to come again.

he didn't think he would want

That might be worse than dying.

Dead, you wouldn't feel anything.
The nurse must have felt the room awake around her.
Ballard heard the bed groan and then her feet going across
the floor again, stopping in the center of the room.
"Go back to sleep now. Everything's fine."
That guy from Utah still sobbed quietly. The nurse
walked past, headed for the door, and someone by the door
asked who it was. Ballard's heart pounded in his chest and
his shoulders bunched. Jesus, what kind of question was

Brown 10

that?

The last thing Ballard wanted was to be reminded of

the guy's name. He knew he'd remember in the day, but it was
a defense now and he didn't need it broken. He almost cried
out in relief when she told the man to go to sleep and not
worry about it. She had some sense after all. Ballard was
almost asleep when she came back in with the medicine.

Ballard woke up, the sun shining in his eyes.

He was

sweating, his gown clinging against his clammy skin, from
the pain in his side, and thought about when he could have
twisted it to bring the pain again.
he woke up last night.
couldn't be sure.

There was no pain when

He didn't think so anyway, but he

Had he been the one crying?

He couldn't

remember. He touched the bandages and felt they were warm
and damp and sticky.

Then he pushed in slowly to make sure

the pain was real before trying to get a nurse.

Nothing

they could do if it wasn't real.
Ballard closed his eyes to the sunlight and listened
for the nurse to come around. He knew she was on the floor
because he'd heard her open the doors and push in the
medicine cart with the wobbling, squealing wheels that shook
and jarred and woke everyone up. Each morning, one nurse
changed all the dressings and dispensed medicine. She acted
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put upon and didn't smile.

Fuck her. Let her lie here

bleeding with the goddamn sun in her eyes. She wouldn't
treat them like that if she didn't think of all of them as
eunuchs, that was for sure.

Ballard turned his head to the

right to see where she stood in her white uniform dress.
Franklin, next to him, propped up in his bed with an extra
pillow, looked at Ballard.
"You hurting?" Franklin asked. With his shirt off,
Franklin's left shoulder, wrapped tightly in white gauze,
looked smaller than the other one. With Franklin propped up,
Ballard couldn't see the nurse and turned his face back to
the ceiling. He squinted his eyes so he could see with the
sunlight and counted the tiles to keep his mind. The tiles
were the big white on~s with pinholes in them to muffle
sound. When he lost count, he closed his eyes again. A guy
knew there was pain from the eyes and Ballard saw no need to
show his to Franklin, who had half a shoulder missing.
"Want me to get the nurse?"
"Where is she?" Ballard kept his voice level, afraid
that it would break or tip and the pain would flow out for
everyone to hear.
"She's finishing Phillips. Want me to get her?"
"I can wait my turn."
"Sun too bright?"
"Yeah."
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"I can get it."
"What side is Phillips on?"
"Other side."
"She moved yet?"
"Yeah."
"Sideways or across?"
"Sideways."
"Damn."
"Yeah."
Ballard squinted at the window high up on the wall
above the bed to his left where the guy had his eyes closed.
A cord hung down enough to be pulled.
"Why don't you ask Jenkins?"
"That bastard."
"You're right about that."
"Where's she at now?"
"Same."
Ballard turned his head and spotted her standing over
someone's bed and he hated her more. He hated the way she
moved, lazy and slow she was, and careless when she handled
him.

All of them complained about how carelessly she

changed them except for that bastard Jenkins who flirted
with her like he was at the club even though she was ugly.
Some guys just got to have whatever's there. Her dishwater
blonde-hair hung like a mop to her shoulders and never
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smelled clean like that Nurse Anderson's who had the
afternoon shift. This one had thick glasses and a jawline
that seemed almost a part of her neck, her skin nearly as
white and bland as a beached whale.

Careful not to look at

Franklin, Ballard turned his face back to the ceiling,
closed his eyes, and listened while Franklin swung out of
bed, limped around him and shut the blinds.
"Get back into bed," the nurse yelled across the room.
Franklin ignored her and eased back onto his mattress.
said something else, but Ballard didn't make it out.

She
He was

falling asleep. Franklin's all right, he thought. But that
nurse.

And that bastard Jenkins.

...

...

...

...

His side felt fresh and snug when he awoke. He touched
the spot and it felt dry. He kept his eyes closed until he
heard what was going on in the ward so he'd know what to do.
Franklin and Jenkins were arguing back and forth again, this
time about the president. Jenkins said the president had
done the right thing. Ballard couldn't hear the nurse
anywhere and winced everytime he

he~rd

Jenkins' whiny little

voice because all this sure didn't feel right.
"He just did it for the publicity," Franklin said,
goading Jenkins.
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"Publicity? What about all those students we saved?"
"The only thing Reagan was trying to save was face
after we lost all those guys in Beirut."
This shut Jenkins up. Franklin didn't stop, though, not
while he had the upper hand. "They probably paid those
students to kiss the ground when they got off the airplane."
"That's insane."
"I wouldn't put it past him."
Jenkins was quiet again, then tried an attack on
Franklin.
"You wouldn't be the big hero now, would ya, if there
hadn't been an invasion?"
Ballard looked over at Franklin to see what he would
do.

Jenkins was right, and Franklin had been enjoying the

attention as the hero of the floor, although good heartedly.
Ballard had heard the talk. Helicopters had flown Franklin's
squad around to the back of the island for reinforcement.
They'd been hit and Franklin had gotten them out of it by
leading an assault against a Cuban mortar squad after the
squad leader had been killed.

One major had already visited

him here and told him he was sure to get a medal.
"That's right, Jenkins. I wouldn't be the big hero now,
would I?" Ballard could see pain in Franklin's eyes. "And I
wouldn't be talking to your ugly ass either, and I wouldn't
be in this goddamn hospital without a shoulder. And you
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wouldn't be here either, you son of a bitch, with your
goddamn foot blown off." Franklin looked over at Ballard.
"And goddamn Randolph here wouldn't have his guts hanging
from that hole in his side and Butler wouldn't be missing
his goddamn legs and we'd all be whole again, wouldn't we,
you son of a bitch.

Did you think about that? Did ya, you

goddamn son of a bitch."
Ballard looked away and hoped he wouldn't hear Franklin
cry because he liked him and wanted to talk more with him,
but knew it wouldn't be the same if he cried. That thing
about being whole again, man, that was something to think
about.
Someone across the room picked it up again. Jenkins was
the only person on

th~

floor that didn't like Franklin. He

was still a bonafide hero and heroes were allowed to cry.
"I heard they weren't even real soldiers at the
airport."
Jenkins was the only one in the room who had taken part
in the airport attack.
"They were soldiers, all right, shit for brains, they
all had guns."
"They had civilian clothes on. You were shooting at
plumbers."
"I wouldn't be in this bed right now if they weren't
soldiers. They had guns and were shootin' at us. They were
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soldiers."
"My ten-year-old sister can shoot a gun, but that don't
make her a soldier. If they were really soldiers, you'd be
dead right now. Shit, you were fighting plumbers."
Everyone on the floor gave out with a short laugh. It
hurt to give much more than that.
"Fuck you," Jenkins said.
Ballard didn't want to hear about the fighting. Jenkins
was the worst about it and so to hear someone put him down
gave Ballard some comfort. Jenkins' good mood had been too
much for everyone. Ballard wanted to stuff a pillow in his
face and kill him, or at least shut him up, leaving him
gasping for air, but he didn't even have the strength to get
out of bed.

Jenkins wasn't a

~ero,

but he didn't act as if

he knew, and that made him the worst sort.
But Ballard couldn't help but to think about the
invasion.

He was no hero either, but he knew to keep quiet

about it. No one else knew and if he didn't tell, no one
would find out.

What he might really be scared him.

That

fear.kept him from telling Jenkins to shut up. Even if he
could stand up, he wouldn't be able to kill Jenkins. He knew
that.

There were a lot of things he didn't know, but he

knew there was nothing he could do about Jenkins.
Ballard's side hurt to think about it. He wanted to
touch there again but was afraid of what condition it would
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be in.

Instead, he reached over the side of the bed and

gripped the iron bar that came up at night to keep patients
from falling out. Not much danger of that, he thought.
Unless I roll the other way towards Jenkins. The pain in his
side would jar him awake before he fell out the other way.
He wanted the pain to stop. He figured there would
always be pain. In World War II, his grandfather's knee had
been shot and still pained him when the weather changed.
Ballard didn't want to be able to know when it was going to
rain. He didn't want a reminder. He had nothing to be proud
of like his grandfather. He just wanted the pain gone. The
nurse said the rounds had been removed. She said it was
getting better and had showed him how it was hardening
around the edges. It itched there some, but it didn't feel
any better. Ballard didn't think it would ever get better.
Nothing would get better. Nothing could get better.
The whole squad was dead and the tears almost came to
Ballard's eyes though they were closed.

He draped his left

arm over his face as if he were sleeping in case the tears
did come.

He made himself let go of the iron bar with his

right hand and slipped it under the sheets.

He didn't want

Franklin to see his hand on the bar and see how his knuckles
turned white.
The road had led out of the jungle and into open
country that appeared gentle from a distance, but turned
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jagged and cratered and scarred as they moved through.

They

walked along the road as it wrapped around the slope of a
hill and when they got to the top and started down the other
side, they saw there was a lot of climbing they were going
to have to do.

Adams yelled at them, but they kept their

heads down, concentrating instead on the march and not
looking out at the dense bush that only grew waist high in
the hard dirt and hot air.
Fu and Davis, on either side of the road, walked out
front, their rifles resting in the crooks of their arm.
Johnson and Clark followed behind Fu while Adams and Ballard
walked along at ten-foot intervals behind Davis. The road
topped another hill and went straight down the other side
where they could see it go up another. A clump of trees grew
there, near the top.
Everybody heard the popping and stood still, except
Adams who recognized it and dove into the ditch. Ballard
looked across the road, caught between laughing at the sight
of the big black man splayed in the dirt and crying. He
couldn't see Clark and Johnson. Fu and Davis had fallen on
the road and weren't moving. Ballard took a step towards
them, urging them to stand.
There was more popping and Davis's body jumped in the
dirt. Adams grabbed Ballard's leg, pulled him down into the
ditch on top of him. Ballard's rifle flew loose and clanked
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in the dirt. Adams raised his head. The popping of the
machine gun pushed it back in the dirt.
"Fu and Davis are dead," Adams yelled. The machine gun
popped again at something. Adams rolled onto his back and
checked the magazine in his rifle. He plopped back over and
looked up the road, shooting off rounds in desperation and
anger. Ballard watched, confused, his rifle still in the
dust, the nuzzle sticking into the brush.
Adams stopped firing when he realized he didn't see
anything and looked at Ballard.
"You hit?"
Ballard looked up at
anything.

Ad~ms.

Ballard didn't say

Voices lifted from across the road.

over Ballard and grabbed the rifle

f~om

it in his hands, pointing it forward.

Adams rolled

the dirt and stuck

He pushed the

magazine release, checked the rounds, shook dust out of it,
then slapped it back in.
"Just do what I do. It'll be fine." He rolled back
closer to the road. "Did you hear what I said?"
"Davis?"
"Shit. Davis is dead. You get your shit together or
we'll all be dead."
The machine gunner fired more rounds. Ballard wormed
down into the ground, but the dirt was hard and all he got
was a face full of dust. Rounds plunked into the dust.
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Adams yelled.
moving.
move.

"They're moving. Clark and Johnson are

Cover 'em." Ballard barely heard him and didn't
"We gotta cover 'em. Get ready." Adams waved his arm

at the two men across the road. Clark and Johnson raised up,
then ducked down again. They jumped to their feet, bent
over, and ran, diving back into the ditch before the popping
hit them.
Ballard hadn't looked up. Adams stopped firing and
screamed at him.
"Wha'thefuck wha'thefuck wha'thefuck? You better
fuckin' move, dick head."
Clark and Johnson yelled again and Adams answered. It
was still popping. _B_allard cr;ammec;t his head down in the dirt
again, then peeked up. Across the road, Clark and Johnson
were pulling Fu and Davis off the road, tugging them into
the ditch.

Johnson rose and pointed at the clump of trees

on the opposite hill, then motioned at himself and Clark.
Adams waved and rolled back to Ballard.
"They're gonna take it. Look at me. Look at me. You
better fuckin' listen. They're gonna take it. We gotta cover
'em. Are you listening? You better fuckin' be listening and
you better fuckin' light up that hillside, do you hear me?"
Ballard lifted his chin out of the dirt, slowly, and
tightened his grip on his rifle.
Clark and Johnson had Fu and Davis off the road. The
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popping stopped. Clark and Johnson jumped up, running low
and firing from the hip. Adams hopped up on one knee and
fired off rounds.

Ballard squeezed the trigger and felt the

barrel of his rifle rise up, the rounds working their way up
out of the dirt and along the road. Dirt plopped up around
Clark and Johnson as they ran, and then the sniper's rounds
whizzed through the air.

Adams screamed, "Get down, get

down," but the sniper's bullets found Clark and Johnson,
cutting through them as if they were cardboard.

They fell

against each other and collapsed in a mound, squirming in
the dirt.

Bullets thudded into their flesh, making them

jump about on the ground like marionettes.
Adams rose up, yelled at Ballard and everything to keep
himself going.
"Fuck,fuck,fuck,fuck,fuck. Come on, they're drawin' the
fire. We can take the fucker. Get up, get up. Shit."
Something warm splattered against Ballard's neck.
Adams yelled, but blood spit out of his mouth now instead of
words and then he was dead, stretched out over the road,
dead like the rest. Blindly, Ballard squeezed off his
rounds, clearing his chamber and magazine, and when the gun
was empty, quiet seemed to settle on the road as he rose out
of the ditch.
far away.

The machine gun popped again, but it sounded

His side was warm. He fell. He lay there, his

eyes open, watching the sky until it went black.
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Ballard wished he were dead. The pain in his side
reminded him constantly that he should be dead. That he had
failed, failed at everything. He had failed Adams, Davis,
Fu, Johnson, and Clark; five men dead now. Some nights he
didn't sleep well because he couldn't set things right with
them. He had failed them and that was forever and there was
nothing he could do about it.
He had failed the service, too. He wasn't so worried
about that. The service he could care less about, it was his
grandfather and his father he had failed really.

That's why

he had joined. They had done it. Both of them were heroes.
His father had fought in Vietnam and won the Silver Cross.
Besides his trick knee, his grandfather had a box at home
that Ballard remembered reaching into and touching the shiny
medals that were like precious touchstones to him when he
was young.
As a boy, he had hunted with the two men, when his
father was home, walking slowly along Miller's fence row,
not out in the trail, but in the brush and briars, trying to
flush out a rabbit, raising the shotgun up for a shot,
drawing a bead, and squeezing the trigger. If you just
jerked the trigger, the barrel would jerk and the shot would
be wasted.

They made hunting seem easy and roughed his hair

when he fired off a good shot and smiled at him, making him
feel like a warrior without setting him straight about what
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it was really like.

So he had joined the service for easy

attention and love and a pat on the head, but had gained
nothing, had learned what it really was about and had
failed.

He lay in his bed with his eyes closed, nodding

his head and telling himself, I sure didn't expect this to
happen, but it didn't matter because he had failed and all
he wanted now was to go home.

When I get home, he told

himself, I'll set everything right.

I'm not going to fail

again.

Ballard could not get comfortable on the airplane. He
had not been comfortable the entire trip.

There was no

place on his body that did not ache from sitting so long.
His feet, heavy and numb, tingled when he shuffled them
against the carpet as he tried to bring them awake.

The

pain in his back sharpened when he straightened up and
pushed back his shoulders.

His legs were cramped but he

could not stretch them because of the woman sitting next to
him.

She had practically crawled out of her skin when he

had bumped into her, trying.

A jet of cold air pumped out

at him from a vent stuck in one position.

He rubbed the

tiny cold bumps spread across his arms. The woman read a
book.

Her vent was turned on him as well.

He rubbed his
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arms again, fast and exaggerated, then crossed them with
his hands stuck in his pits.
she did not notice.

He looked at her again, but

All Ballard wanted was to get home

where he could relax, where he could stretch out. It had
been a long time since he had been able to relax and now he
would finally have time.

That was what he wanted, just to

get home.
His side was beginning to ache again. Though the
doctor at the military hospital had warned him, Ballard had
hoped there would be no more pain.
taken out over two months ago.

The bullets had been

Once, a captain had visited

him, shook his hand, and asked him to re-enlist, said the
army needed men like Ballard.

But Ballard did not think he

could find it in himself to re-up.

It was not where he

belonged. He had just wanted to go home, tired of lying in
a hospital for two months.

Tired of it all.

The cold air wouldn't stop. He leaned out into the
aisle and looked forward, his arms still wrapped around his
chest.

Elbows, jutted and knobbed on unseen arms, crooked

at awkward angles into the aisle. There was a work station,
cleaned up for the descent, the coffee pots emptied and put
away.

Behind the half-pulled curtain, a honey hip swung

out and an arm appeared, reaching into some space above the
stewardess's head for something. Ballard watched as she
rose up on her toes. Her blue skirt rose above one visible
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nyloned knee.

Twice afterwards, she popped her head out to

look out over the seats, but Ballard could not catch her
eye. He reached for the seatbelt and unclasped it.
Finally, the woman next to him looked up.
"You can't get up. We're descending." For proof she
pointed to the "no smoking" and "fasten seatbelt"
indicators.

He didn't remember the signs dinging on. Had

the stewardess announced it? He couldn't remember. She
pushed back into her seat so that he could see out the
window that clearly they were descending, though all he saw
was blue sky.
"I need my coat. I'm cold."
"You can get it when we land." She closed her book and
placed it in the oversized travel bag Ballard's feet had
been trapped by the entire trip. Resigned, he refastened
the clasp and tried to settle back again, but it was
useless to try.
Finally, the plane banked, the earth below entered the
window frame and Ballard watched the patchwork of brown and
green spread below him like one of his grandmother's
quilts: a river stitched through the middle.like a blue
thread.

Yet, somehow the feeling didn't comfort him.

Before the plane righted, Ballard spotted the gray turnpike
leading to the airport.

Cars moved along the space.

Somewhere below, his father waited.·He's supposed to
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be waiting, Ballard hoped. He raised himself up off the
seat and arched his back, feeling with his hand on his back
pocket for the crumbled letter he had already pulled out
several times during the flight to read.

The effort

brought another stiff stare from the woman and a stiff pain
in his wounded side. He bit his lip in pain and opened up
the letter to recheck the information for about the tenth
time.

His father had written, telling him the best time he

could pick him up.

Ballard had checked before he got on

the plane and again as the plane lifted-off. It was the
only letter his father had written him the entire time he
was in the army.
from the man.

It was the only contact Ballard had had

Ballard had written several times saying he

was all right and explaining the situation.

When there had

been no reply from his father even after he'd been wounded,
he had stopped writing. But he told himself his father was
a busy man.
His grandfather, though, had replied when he wrote
that one letter with the explanation from the hospital.
Ballard knew his grandparents had read the letters he sent
because his grandmother told him so in the letters she
wrote back.
letter.

His grandfather had also written only one

He had tried to explain to Ballard he understood

what had happened.

He had been in the Philippines, after

all. But he had medals in his box at home so the letter
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didn't work for Ballard. In his days, his grandfather had
said, the sergeants were still allowed to hit the troops.
It wasn't nice, but it worked and there was discipline. He
had tried to explain what happened in Grenada away for
Ballard, but he had only deepened his grandson's guilt.
The woman tidied up her possessions. She wedged her
book inside the travel bag, next to the sweater she had
worn on the plane, and zipped it closed. Ballard sat erect,
his legs turned out towards the aisle as she pulled the
canvas bag from the floor, tugging and pushing at the
contents to get it up in her lap.
during the flight.

The two had not talked

She had only made one statement the

entire flight, though not even directed at him. It had been
the most turbulent flight she'd ever been on, she'd said.
Then Ballard had felt guilty for some damn reason he
couldn't figure out, like it was his fault in some way. Her
brown shoulder-length hair hung as neat and her makeup was
as perfect as when she had boarded.

Ballard thought she

was pretty. She pulled a mirror from her bag.
her she looked fine.

Ballard told

Instantly, he felt foolish.

She shot

him another stiff glance, primped in the mirror and placed
it back into the bag. She stared out the window.

Ballard

hated himself for not talking to her during the flight, but
he had always found it difficult to talk to people he
didn't know.

Maybe if she had smiled at' least once, but
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she hadn't, not even when she first boarded.

Instead, she

had seemed put-off over someone sitting in the seat next to
hers. Ballard had smiled as he stood to let her into her
seat, but she had not noticed.

Her lips were set and her

eyes cast down. He had envied guys in the service who could
just walk up to women and strike up a conversation, but he
had never been able to do it himself.

He stared at her

legs, crossed and prim, and filed the image away.
Around him, as the plane descended, passengers roused
from the pattern of flight, shuffling in their seats and
gathering their possessions into briefcases and shoulder
bags. The old voice that had talked ceaselessly was finally
quiet. The young couple

acr~ss

the aisle slipped on their

shoes and kissed one another with weary pleasure.

Ballard

knew they were travelling to the girl's parents' home in
Chicago where the boy would meet her parents for the first
time. They had spoken happily of this during the flight,
the boy giggling nervously as the girl regaled him with
stories of eccentric yet loved relatives.
students at UCLA.

Both were

Ballard had listened to her stories with

some joy, but mostly envious of what she had, wishing he
was going home with her instead.

Ballard hoped he had

something waiting at home.
He sat stiffly next to the woman, waiting for the
sudden rush of earth to grab hold of the plane. He hated
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this part.
stopped.

He could never believe the plane would get
He waited. He studied the packet in the pouch on

the back of the seat. There was an inflight magazine and an
emergency card.

The card explained the location of life

rafts and oxygen masks, emergency exits and instructions.
Ballard thought about the airplane blowing up. He had once
read a story
of a boy who had survived an airplane explosion in the air.
Rescuers had found him still breathing in the twisted,
burning wreckage, a handful of coins in his pocket lumped
into a single metal mess, his body horribly disfigured and
burned. But he was alive when they found him and they
rushed him to the hospital where he hung on beyond any
reasonable expectation.

The whole country heard and waited

and listened as his heart beat. Gifts were sent, and cards.
His desire to live was strong until finally he died.
Ballard remembered tears forming in his eyes when he had
read the story and having felt silly immediately afterwards
for letting the story touch him like that. He flipped past
the card and pulled out the headphones stuffed in the back.
He plugged the jack in and slipped the phones over his
ears.

Nothing, the music gone, shut off for the descent.

He stuffed the phones away again.
As the horizon rose up in the window, Ballard pressed
against his feet. The small of his back stiffened more,
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pushing his shoulders hard against the seat. The muscles
swelled in his neck. The airplane shuddered, going fast
down the runway, braked, shuddered. The pilot braked more
until the shuddering smoothed. He brought the plane around
a turn.

A dull ache throbbed in Ballard's hands. He looked

with detachment at his own white knuckles.
The woman spoke to him.
He turned his head. She perched on the edge of her
seat ready to stand, a look of contempt on her face.
Ballard felt he had just been awakened. "What?"
"You can get up now. The plane's stopped."
Ballard moved his eyes to the window. A corridor was
already attached to the plane. In the aisle, people filed
by, jostling each other to get off the plane and on towards
their destinations. Ballard felt no urgency.

The young

couple had already left.
"Sorry," he mumbled. He leaned out in the aisle. A
businessman with a briefcase and a garment bag passed. The
flow stopped as the aisle crowded with people retrieving
bags from overhead compartments. Ballard unclasped his
seatbelt and stood up, stretched, and stepped out into the
aisle to let the woman out. She shot him another stiff
glance as she stepped out. Ballard watched her walk away.
The way she weaved through the aisle betrayed her hardness.
He should have spoken to her.

Brown 31

He walked off the plane and through the tube
to the lobby. The curved passageway had flexible walls that
shook slightly as he walked through.

It was hot outside.

Muggy and hot, the air seeped in from somewhere and pushed
against his shirt as he carried his coat and duffel bag. He
felt silly carrying the coat which he had thought he would
need when the plane landed in St. Louis. It had been much
cooler in California.
By the time he walked into the lobby, it was already
emptying out. An attendant stood at a podium and announced
flight information. She smiled at him as he exited.

He

looked about, not expecting to see his father waiting, and
he was not disappointed in that regard. He looked about for
the girl he had travelled next to.
He pictured her in his head. She was tall and brown
with a thin nose and dark eyes.

Her long legs straddling

-

the oversize bag had been almost unbearable on the plane.
But when she had stood and Ballard watched her weave her
way off the plane, he had felt a rush of excitement. Her
skirt draped past her knees and revealed her legs at
midcalf. They were thin, with a slight touch of muscle, but
not so much as to intimidate him.
The last woman Ballard had spent any time with he had
not spoken much with either. He did not like to think of it
and tried to move his mind elsewhere. He found a seat and
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settled in, dropped the bag and coat in the plastic seat
next to him, and as he opened the bag up and tucked the
coat inside, wondered what gifts his father would bring. As
a teenager, Ballard's gifts had been replaced gradually by
cash as his father knew less and less of his son's tastes.
Relationships for his father, a troubleshooter for a
Fortune 500 company, were merely transactions. When he
arrived, he would, as he always did when they were
reunited, buy Ballard lunch.

Ballard knew he shouldn't

expect much more, but he did anyway.
The lobby seemed to exhale as it waited for the next
influx of people. The attendant studied information on the
th~rplane

podium. The businessman from

talked on the phone.

He cut up the air with his free hand as he talked. A pilot
walked out of the corridor and stopped at the podium.

The

attendant smiled at him.
Ballard felt an absence as he watched those around him
in their roles. He did not know where he fit in, though he
hoped to fit right back in where he had left off.

Even

though he had served nearly four years in the army, and he
had found some sense of himself, he still had been left
empty in the end and could not find it in himself to reenlist. He did not know what he would do, but he was not
very eager to think about it.
happy.

He was going home.

After all, he should be

He just wanted to settle in
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like he had never been gone, like nothing had ever
happened. He wanted to be home with family and relax.

This

should not be a time for worries, he told himself while he
made an effort to smile. I am on my way home.
He thought again of the woman. She had read almost the
entire trip, some romance like his mom read with a cover of
two people ripping at each other with exaggerated passion,
stopping only momentarily when the stewardess brought food.
After adjusting her tray and setting the food down, pouring
the can of diet soda into a cup of ice, and placing a
napkin onto her lap with quiet proficiency, she picked her
book up again and read slowly and methodically through the
entire meal.

Ballard cursed himself for not talking. He

made a mental note to find a copy of the book she read.
Perhaps that would provide him with some clues.
Brown. She was brown, the girl he thought about now,
but she had been shorter than the woman on the plane.
Ballard leaned forward in his chair, his back arched as he
rested his chin in his palms, his elbows propped on his
knees. He stared at the carpet. The pattern was a simple
green threaded through with deep red and nothing else.
Someone passed by.

He did not look up but still felt

himself sliding into thoughts he did not want to explore.
"Where is he?" he heard himself say, trying to hold
on, eager to be done with it. He did not want to think of
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the woman, but he also did not want to think of his father
as that was even worse, so he let himself slide.
He had not thought of the Blue Moon in some time. It
was the only time he had been with a prostitute. Fu and
Davis dragged him there on a weekend pass in Panama.
Though the days were long, it had been dark when they
exited the taxi, the sun having gone down like an alley
trick. The rhythmic cadence of cicadas played against the
distant wailing of sirens. Davis pulled a few notes from
his jeans and passed them through the rolled-down window
with a few words in Spanish. The driver shouted in triumph
and laughed while driving off.
The three had stood in the darkness, looking up at the
big house. No streetlights lined the pavement. No light
escaped from the building that towered over the three. No
noise reached their ears except the dull sound of cicadas.
Ballard stuffed his hands into his pockets.
"It looks like the House of Usher," he said.
Many rooms had b.een built, stacked and leaned onto the
original structure, the immenseness overpowering in the
dark.

The two-story building stood deformed like

Quasimodo, its spine altered from its original vertical
position and now extended back into the darkness. A few
sparse trees were rooted here and there in the brown earth,
the grass long disappeared in the dry summer months.

Brown 35

"Yeah, but there's only one hole I want to fall in,"
Fu said loudly. His voice and lingering laugh cracked the
silent air.
Fu stood several inches above Ballard. Thick glasses
covered his dull eyes and Ballard wondered if he could even
see the front door. As if to answer the question, Fu leaned
slightly forward, his shoulders stooped, and peered into
the darkness. At twenty-three, his hair already thinning,
revealing the milky scalp beneath, his skin tinged with
gray from too much T.V. watching, Fu was just two years
older than Ballard.
A native of North Carolina, Davis could be counted on
to find action. Unlike Fu, Davis was short, dark, and good
looking. His hair, thick and coarse, stuck like a pad on
his head. The eyes set close together darted about above
his tiny nose.

He had a quick and knowing smile and had

christened Fu.
There were two sources for the name. Fu's top lip was
constantly drawn up over his large buck teeth and he had a
lazy tongue that in periods of excitement would jabber
incoherently. "Fu fu fu," he would say.

That and the

karate movies he watched almost every night gave him his
name.

The interior of the building seemed as dark at first

as the outside: a gloomy darkness that subsided only
slightly as their eyes adjusted. A bartender, a fat
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Panamanian hovering fat and sweaty behind the bar with a
straw cowboy hat set level on his head, casting his face
into an indefinite darkness, was the only person in sight.
He cleaned some glasses, pushing his towel in and
about, then pulling it out again and setting the glass
under the counter.

After each glass, he'd set the towel

down, stretch it out flat, and wrap it back around his
fingers.
Davis yelled over to him.
"Tres botella de cerveza," he said.
The man nodded once, but continued cleaning glasses.
Davis walked over to Ballard and Fu who had found a table
against the opposite wall.
Ballard looked about, turning and craning his neck for
a look at the place, but didn't see much: the bar, a
jukebox, and a few tables scattered about. He looked about
again, letting his eyes adjust to the darkness of the room,
and thought that maybe he had missed the women when he had
walked in, but there were none in the room.
"You sure this is the right place?" he asked. Davis
and Fu had both been here before.
"Yep," Fu replied. He pushed his chair away from the
wall and leaned back, resting his head against the wall.
"Did you order beer?" he asked Davis.
Davis sat forward in his chair, placed his hands on
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the table, and looked over at the bartender.
"You heard me."
"I didn't know what you were saying."
"He said he'd bring it."
The bartender continued cleaning glasses. A neon
Cerveza sign glowed behind him, bathing him in a halo of
light.
"Maybe they don't have any girls tonight," Ballard
said.

He had leaned forward to speak across the table and

now fell back again.
Davis laughed. "They have girls every night. More
girls than you'd know what to do with."
"Shit."
"Cherry."
"Like hell."
"Cherry, cherry, cherry."
Ballard looked over at the bartender to ignore the
taunt.

The Panamanian had wiped the last glass, setting it

beneath the counter and pulling out a plastic pitcher that
he filled from the tap.

When it was filled, he set it down

and wiped spilled beer off the counter without looking up.
"This is gotta be the slowest bartender ever," Ballard
said. "The pitcher's filled and it's just sitting there.
Look at him. He's wiping the damned counter. Jesus!"
Ballard scooted his chair back loudly and stood up. The
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bartender pushed the pitcher across the bar before Ballard
could take a step, turning the handle towards him before
returning to his wiping.
"Gracias," he said as Ballard walked to the bar and
picked up the pitcher.

With the light behind him, his face

sunk in shadow, Ballard couldn't tell if he smiled or
smirked.
"GLASSES!" Ballard said, trying to stare the man down.
The Panamanian lingered. They stared at each other until a
smile spread across the man's face and he reached under and
pulled out three glasses.

Ballard felt embarrassed and

broke his own gaze.
"THANK YOU," he said. The bartender handed over the
glasses, setting them down on the counter and pushing them
across the bar with both hands. Ballard walked back to the
table and set the glasses down and sat down. Davis smiled
at him as he poured the beer.
"What?" Ballard asked. He didn't want to be smiled at.
"He's not deaf."
"Who?"
"The bartender."
"I didn't say he was."
"You yelled at him."
"I did not."
Fu sat up in his chair. "Yes, you did."
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"Shut up. Who asked you?"
"What are you so testy about?"
"Nothing." Ballard put his glass to his lips and
drained half the beer before setting it down again. "I
don't speak Spanish, that's all."
"Neither do I, but you don't see me shouting at fat
Panamanians."
"I just wanted to make sure he understood me."
"Well, he's not deaf," Davis said again.
"I know, okay. I know. "
Fu and Davis looked at each other.
"Cherry," they shouted and laughed.

Ballard sat up in

his chair.
"Like hell," he said before finishing his beer and
pouring himself another to start on.
Ballard had wanted it to count. As he sat with his
head down in the airport lobby, staring at the green and
red carpet, he beat at himself mentally. How stupid, he
thought.

Stupid, stupid, stupid. He grimaced, his teeth

tight together. How he had wanted it to count. How he had
hoped of taking a lover, making real love his first time,
discovery, embracing, kissing, caressing, massaging,
holding each other.
falling to the floor.

He had had visions of their clothes
Sinking to their knees, leaning into

each other, placing their hands on each other's hips, and
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lowering to the floor had all been a part of his dream. The
experienced woman was supposed to be gently surprised at
her innocent lover and the gentleness he displayed his
first time. He had hoped to sway her with his
thoughtfulness.
This would be no dirty knock, no drunken revelry.

She

wouldn't lose that eagerness she held in her eyes at the
beginning. The eyes would not sink down afterwards.

No,

the woman would have found a new lover and dispensed with
the others. This is what Ballard held in his mind as he sat
quietly, listening to his friends' laughter in the
darkness.
The bartender walked past and disappeared behind a
curtain draped across a doorway. Beyond, a light shone. The
curtain fell shut and three crisp claps sounded from
behind.

The bartender walked back out and nodded on his

way back to behind the bar.
Ballard felt like some kind of conspiracy was taking
place and asked what was going on. Fu said, "Shut up and
watch."

Fu scratched his scalp. Three forms swept out from

behind the curtain. Three women stood inside the room,
glancing around the room, their eyes sweeping past them at
first and settling on the bartender standing back in front
of the glowing Cerveza sign. He nodded at the table and the
women strolled over.
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They walk too much with their shoulders, Ballard
thought to himself. The shortest one stopped next to him
and the other two went to Fu's and Davis's chairs. All
three wore one-piece swimsuits. Davis promptly pulled one
of the women down on his lap. She giggled.
"Fu fu fu fu."
Davis laughed. "Excited already, Fu?"
Ballard looked at Fu. His face disappeared into the
woman's hair as he pulled her down onto his lap where her
hand touched and started its work. He nodded while she
whispered in his ear.
Davis laughed and yelled out "Cherry" again. Ballard
looked over to see what was going on there. Davis's hand
touched the woman's thighs. His hand cupped there and
squeezed while his other arm went around her small back,
around to her breast. When she leaned to his ear and he
nodded, they stood and then disappeared behind the curtain.
A second later, she came back out, walked to the bartender,
handed him something, and then walked back, disappearing
again behind the curtain where Ballard saw her take Davis'
hand before the curtain fell straight again.
He didn't know what to do with everyone moving so
fast.

The short woman sat next to him, reached for his

knees, and turned him towards her, straddling his legs with
her own while she brushed her dark, shoulder-length hair
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back from her face.

Her chin was wide and her eyes hard.

She said too much, too quickly, and Ballard was unable to
catch any of the foreign words. He smiled at her.
Fu had disappeared with his woman. Ballard looked
about.

It was just him and her and the bartender. A lump

rose in his throat because he didn't know what to do. He
had watched Davis and Fu to see what they did, to see how
they moved, not realizing it did not matter, but they were
too quick. He did not know what to do with his hands, but
she took care of that, reaching for them and placing them
on her thighs, gently squeezing them there as instruction.
He squeezed too roughly, but he did not know to stop.

The

woman looked at his eyes and laughed and laughed.
He didn't know what she laughed at, so he laughed with
her.

Confidence surged through him. The beer was in his

head now. The jukebox sat quietly in the corner. There
wasn't any music, but Ballard felt like dancing.

"Let's

dance," he said. He grabbed her hands, pulling her to her
feet.

She whispered and pleaded in his ear while he hugged

her, swaying to a tune inside his head, without
understanding any of her words.
She stopped speaking and grabbed between his legs and
squeezed, and he felt a tug at his zipper before it gave
way.

He looked at her. Her face was set in a smile, but

the laughing was gone. She slowly danced against him,
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slowing him down while she shook her shoulder and let a
strap drop down to her arm, revealing one of her small
brown breasts.

She cupped his hand to it and pulled him

close, whispering in his ear.
"Treinte pesos," she said.
The words shook Ballard. He had forgotten what she
really was, but he couldn't stop now. The sensation was
already unbearable.

He didn't know how much trenta pesos

was exactly, only recognizing the word for dollars.

She

pulled him behind the curtain, tugging him along by the top
of his pants. The zipper was down completely. She reached
in, gave a quick squeeze, and kissed him again.
"Pesos," she said urgently. Her hair hung over the
side of her face. A harsh light came from the top of some
stairs.

Ballard saw she was older than he had thought.

The back of her arms sagged a bit as she held her hand out
for the money.

She plucked some bills out of his hand and

disappeared through the curtain.
Fu's laughter echoed from upstairs. Ballard felt a
knot in his stomach. Suddenly, he felt silly standing there
by himself with his pants open.

He pulled up the zipper

and fumbled with the button. She had moved too fast.

As

the warm glow lighted on his face, he felt cold inside and
hollow.

His heart and mind crumbled. He felt the pieces

crumble and turn to dust. He felt the ache between his legs
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subside and felt another in his heart as the two words,
trenta pesos, had turned his dream into another
transaction.
He stumbled to the steps, his mind reeling. The light
burned his eyes after the darkness of the other room. The
heat made him sweat. His hands grappled for the steps to
guide him. Dust pressed into his sweaty palms. He climbed
and climbed, reeling and knocking his knees against the
wood as he fought for the top.

At the bottom of the steps,

he had suddenly felt claustrophobic, enclosed. He had to
escape, climb, find a way out. He would not be swallowed.
The woman back at his side brought a strange calm over
him again. She smiled and wrapped her brown arm around his
waist to guide him to her room, comforting with her touch
now.
In her room, a television with the Miss Universe
pageant on the screen glowed in the corner.

She peeked at

the contest as if she were a young girl again, smiled
sheepishly, and disappeared behind a frayed curtain that
divided the room, leaving Ballard standing next to the bed.
He tried not to look at the blankets pulled back and
rumpled on the bed.

Ballard told himself she had been

sitting there watching the pageant before she had come down
the stairs.

On a small night stand, the varnished finish

worn dull and peeling, next to a small statue of Christ, a
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jar of Johnson's vaseline sat open, a gouge fingered deep
into the gel. A picture of the Lord hung over the
television, a strand of beads dangled from the same nail,
and several burned-down tapers flickered around the room,
incense tinging the air.

Ballard felt a little

uncomfortable. He stood stiff with embarrassment and waited
for the woman to reappear. The television, its bright
colors and music, and the smiling faces and odd voices
eased his mind a bit as he fell under its spell.
The sound of her voice brought him back.
"Sientate," she said.
He looked up from the television. She stood in front
of the curtain, naked. Her breasts sagged like the back of
her arms and her brown skin seemed dirty. She had pulled
her hair back from her face as she walked over and lowered
the volume on the television. The shoulder walk was gone
now, replaced now with timid legs.
"Sientate," she repeated.
Ballard looked at her. "I don't understand."
"Sientate," she said again. She walked over and pushed
at him until he sat back on the bed. "Sientate," she
repeated with a smile.
She stood naked in front of him, but he didn't feel
aroused. There was a bruise on her right shoulder.

A scar

marked her below one eye. He followed her gaze to the
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television. The competitors finished the bathing-suit
portion and prepared for the talent segment of the show.

A

commercial started.
Sitting down next to him on the bed, she reached over
and placed her hand on the inside of his thigh. She wasn't
as professional in the room and out of the presence of the
bartender, she moved slower and gentler, but her mind,
Ballard could tell, was elsewhere. He caught her eye again
on the pageant.
hoped either.

Well, this hadn't exactly gone as he had
Although he was already out the money, he

almost didn't care now if they simply sat and watched
television.
On screen, the pageant went on. Women sang and danced
and played instruments. A brown woman with her hair piled
on top of her head danced, wearing a bright red and green
ruffled dress with a scarf wrapped around her pile of hair.
It was Miss Columbia and the woman pulled her hand from
Ballard's lap and clapped softly. She nudged Ballard,
pointed to herself, and smiled, making it clear where she
was from.
"Pretty," she said. Ballard didn't know if it was a
question or statement.
"Si," he said. That was the extent of his foreignlanguage ability.
"Pretty," she said with a smile, reassured. Miss

Brown 47

Columbia started a traditional dance.
The woman slipped off the bed to her knees, pushing
Ballard back and pulling his jeans off and underwear,
scraping his hips with her fingernails.

He made to crawl

back to the center of the bed, but she stopped him and
spread his legs.

He could feel her lips down there.

started to breath through his mouth.

He

Miss Columbia, her

eyes closed, whirled and threw up her arms, her dress
whirling around to reveal her brown legs beneath. Ballard
imagined he could hear the Latin music there in the
auditorium and it filled his mind.
This is not bad, he told himself. This just might
work.

He could feel the warm, soft wetness working down

there, the woman on the television pretty to look at, and
he breathed through his mouth. He felt himself begin to
moan as it began to work.
"Bien."
Balla.rd looked down.
"Bien," she repeated. It had started. She rose from
her knees, pushed him back onto the bed, and put her thighs
over his hips. She was even lighter than she appeared.
hands rested on his chest. His eyes followed hers to the
pageant again.

Miss Columbia had finished her dance.

"Pretty?" she asked, pointing to the television.
"Pretty," Ballard said. Their eyes met again.

Her
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"Pretty?" she asked again, her finger this time
resting between her breasts.
Ballard looked back at Miss Columbia standing on the
stage. Though she had stopped dancing, Ballard still
imagined her dancing, whirling, her legs bared up to the
knees. He looked back at her.
"Pretty?" she repeated.
He looked at her eyes, her slow smile, the bruise
tattooed across her shoulder. He could feel her start to do
her own dance.
"Pretty," he finally conceded.
A quiet emptiness fell on the room as she moved back
and forth on him quietly in the candlelight and the glow of
the television.
say.

They did not speak. There was nothing to

There is nothing to say to someone you do not know,

to someone who is in and out of your life so fast. He saw
the red and green whirling again and it whirled and whirled
until he finished and looked up and the carpet was still,
just lying there, waiting for his father to walk across it.
His father walked through the door with no warmth. He
had changed little, the black hair still thick.

Ballard

wondered if he dyed it. It wouldn't have surprised him
because his father was always concerned about putting on a
good show.
shoes.

His father wore a suit and tie.

Black polished

He was a little shorter, but wider with a thick
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chest and big hands.

He brought one hand up and checked

his watch before looking around and acknowledging the room,
his brown eyes laughing at the people lingering in the
lobby before they fell on Ballard who mustered up a smile.
His father put on a thin smile as he approached, heavy like
an airplane descending, and Ballard bunched his shoulders
which felt as heavy as concrete while he tried to absorb
the landing.
"Hi, Ballard."
"Hi, Dad." They hugged, but it was awkward and didn't
work.

They shook hands. His father's hands were cold, cold

as death.
"Didn't think I'd make it," his father said. He looked
about the lobby.
"Traffic?"
"Yeah," he said. He looked at Ballard. "You're looking
good."
"Thanks."
The roar of the terminal filled their ears. The
attendant announced the next flight, and the passengers who
had filed into the lounge stood and moved towards the
corridor, stopping to get their tickets checked.

Ballard

thought he spied the woman from the airplane, but couldn't
be certain. He looked at the row of clocks on the far wall.
Eight o'clock in Tokyo.
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"Well, I guess we should go," he said. "Can't wait to
get home." He reached down and picked up his bag. "Where's
the car?"
His father didn't move, instead searched for something
in his pockets. Ballard felt his shoulders drop in
disappointment. Any warmth he had felt seeped out. He knew
he should have known better. His father slipped a piece of
paper into his hands.
"Here," his father said. "I wrote down the location of
the car. It's section E, row 12. Here's the keys to the car
and the house. I have to leave town on business for a few
days. I'll be back on Sunday. There's some food in the
fridge. I left you money, too, so you can order pizza or go
out. If you need anything, call your grandparents. I gotta
go, got a plane to catch, you know. God, it's great seeing
ya." He walked towards the corridor and the attendant
smiled at him.
Ballard realized he should not realistically expected
more.

How could he have been so naive?

He's a busy man,

he explained to himself. And so his father had greeted him
at the airport.

And they had done their little dance in

the terminal. And Ballard drove the car out of the parking
lot, his father whirling into flight •

...
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Ballard steered into traffic and soon was out of the
last bit of the city patchwork. Before leaving the airport,
he had entered a cafe for coffee and a sandwich. The woman
there had spent more time arguing with the man running the
place than serving Ballard. He had wanted to tell them both
to shut up. Instead, he quietly ate and paid his ticket.
Now he drove along the meandering road into the familiar
world he'd grown up and romped through as a youth. Raised
in the country made you a certain way. But Ballard had
never really felt a part of that way. He'd wanted out for
years, had finally gone, and now was back. Ballard felt as
much a part of the land as its history, but detached at the
same time.

He drove past.the sign°that said he was in Boog

County, and thought of that man who had placed his name
upon the land.

Ballard's grandfather was acquainted with a

Boog, Clarence Boog, a shrivelled man who lived in a tarroofed shack near the county line where the Wabash River
cut the deepest through the valley• He trapped and hunted.
His biggest game, though were the empty cans along the
roads he gathered for extra cash. Ballard heard he grew
dope out there, too.
Ballard's grandfather had warned him away from Boog's
ancient place. Clarence was old, an undeterminable age, but
still considered dangerous by some. His grandfather told
him: "There's no good hunting down that way. No fish in
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that part of the river. The game's trapped out. There just
ain't nothing any good left in that stretch of river." Now
Ballard half-expected to see the old man hobbling slowfooted along the shoulder in a shoe-pedalled rise of dust;
come up from the deep side of some tangled brush draw with
a gunny sack full of cans to pawn in town. Boog's foot-worn
trails led everywhere about the county. He haunted the
countryside, stuck in a hateful, confined wandering.
This stretch of road contained a myriad of halfremembered memories that flashed past as quick as rippling
corn rows, tree groves, reflectors and mile markers come
into view. An S-curve eased years before by the county
after complaints and a death had been further graded, its
drop-off shoulders leveled now and reclining gently into
the terrain.

Ballard's cousin flipped his van one night

and it was Clarence Boog, shuffling on some pre-dawn
mission, who found the wreck rolled down and half-hidden in
clumps of dew-laden leaves, and got help. Ballard heard how
when the rescue squad arrived and said he'd saved a life,
he only gave out a sardonic huff, turned his back to them,
disappeared into the underbrush before climbing up the
severe depression and reemerged with a gunny sack full of
something noiseless and made on for town, going on about
his business.
The road gave out suddenly from the swellings of
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ground and into flat bottom land that was dry and smelled
of husks and September. A pair of tractors puffed along
together, cutting wide swaths from the crop. Here the river
lazed about like a spring snake on a wide flat rock in the
warm sun. The road hugged its curves with a dogged
coupling.

Ballard kept a check on the road, watching in

his mirrors for other traffic so when he drove upon the old
trestle bridge, the planks clumping loosely against the
metal foundation, he knew he could stop, stand on the edge
and watch the lazing waters without holding traffic up.
Sad, thin willows dangled above the brown waters. He
grabbed hold of the rails and toed pebbles off in slow
arching suicides that plunked into the shallow stream. A
dog barked. Ballard looked upriver, then crossed the
bridge-width and looked down. The dog stood stiff-legged on
an outreaching sandbar, pawing and barking at a fish
holding among chunks of concrete submerged in the water.
The dog lolled its head about, its ears perked and
listening. Suddenly it leaped upon the water, paddling,
then splashing up the opposite shore, letting loose the
water from its thick coat with great shakes, and running
again, but not before a horde of brown, summer-skinned boys
burst forth from the other side, shouting and laughing and
clad in like cut-offs and some with shirts and some not, to
wing at the fleeing dog broken-off sticks that seemed
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merely extensions of their thin knobby arms. The dog
disappeared, yelping, up a muddy embankment and into the
rows of corn.
One boy among them moved as Ballard saw himself moving
at that age. Slow, uneasy. The quickness of youth gone too
early. Ballard back-stepped from the rail to watch unseen
what those dirty boys might do. Not that it mattered.
Ballard already know what they were capable of. It might as
well have been him down there, standing quietly with his
own cousin, Bruce, and those other older boys at the edge
of the water, sand sogging up through toes. They'd never be
this close to the road though.
"Come on, scaredy cat," they had yelled, not looking
back, walking in single file along a dried-bog path,
swatting at mosquitoes and waving away clinging vines and
thin whipped branches. The path led through the brown
dried-up sloughs to the river. Clarence Boog lived down in
this part of the bottom. Ballard knew that. Bruce and the
other boys said he was the meanest man in the county.
Ballard knew they were just joshing, and he would swallow
and act not afraid, trying desperately to fit into the
group. More than anything, that's what he wanted.
Then suddenly the bottom land would turn up a bit,
swell up like a lip, and dead stalks of horse weed they had
pushed through gave into the cottonwoods, the heat too much
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for birds to even sing, but then cool again, but not
really, as down upon the sand they scurried, thick with
sweat, and burrs clung to shorts and shoes that were
shucked before Ballard even saw the water, instead just
catching the flash of skin through the lattice of trunks
and branches, surprised at the sudden white buttocks with
hair already in places and legs flailing, picked up and
slightly akimbo for the balls dangling and cocks flapping.
Ballard stood on the sand, clothes strewn about him
and he knew he'd have to get naked because already taunts
were coming ashore and one boy said how they shouldn't have
allowed such a pussy to come along and Ballard now feeling
scared and shamed, embarrassed for his near hairless body
and his still tight scrotum and now for having made such a
scene, for dragging the moment into minutes and gaining
their attention.
Up out of the muddied current then rose Billy: farmhardened muscles and sharp mean eyes that threatened more
than the words he spoke. "Come on, queer boy." Waist high
in the water, he skimmed his fingers in a wide arc over the
water. His thick penis bobbed on the surface like a
turtle's head. "You didn't come out here just to see us
naked, did ya?" Billy stepped once more, slow for his
footing, then again so his hips swelled up out of the water
and the thick hair that had hung on the surf ace of the
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water slicked down about his balls.
Then it was over. Just as quickly as Billy's penis
submerged again as he backstepped, arms flung out in a
deliberate farce of grace, eased diagonally back into the
water, it was over. Ballard plopped down. The sand held up
against him and cupped his rump as he lifted first one leg,
then the other, lifting off his shoes and setting them
carefully upon the sand. he shifted his toes through the
warm, dry, white sand. The reserve gave out all at once
then.

He was standing again, sliding out of his clothes,

hopping foot to foot out of his cut-offs, dropping them
crumpled to his shoes and running, mouth raised to voice
his power, a scream launched to stem his fear, running out
upon the river until the water gained upon him and he
settled down into a thick, swimming walk. Upon his face,
unabashed joy spread.

This was what he came for. He felt

he was free like his cousin now. Like this was some sort of
great liberation. he wondered what he had been so foolish
about.

We are just boys and we are just swimming.

Bruce spanked the water once. The water shot out from
his palm and splashed Ballard's laughing, too-late-turning
face. His cousin rose in the water and jackknifed, his
flour white bottom humped out of the water as smooth and
silky as a dolphin, then submerged pale into the murkiness.
Against his leg, Ballard felt the sliding by and he turned
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to where he expected his cousin to emerge and there he was,
slicked hair, head tilted back and the awkward gasp for air
and backstep for balance.
"I felt you," Ballard laughed. The brown water sulked
past. His cousin had his back to him, his head tilted to
one side and his finger poked in his ear, shaking out the
water.

Ballard watched his cousin lunge up to the shore.

His cousin had dark hair sprouted between where his legs
came together.

The round of his cheeks was white and clean

though. More hair started just below the hem of his cheeks.
Too late he heard the uprise of water behind him and
then upon his shoulders rough hands clasped as someone's
weight bore down. Ballard locked his knees. The body pushed
higher, bearing its weight forward. One hand now upon
Ballard's head. Ballard felt the balls pushed against the
skin of his back and then he gave out, embarrassed for the
excitement, but instantly forgetting when the weight let
off and he flailed and sputtered up, laughing at the great
joke.
By the time Ballard secured his footing, Bruce, Billy
and the other boy, Jim, were already free of the water and
laid out on the sand like soft-bellied bullhead catfish,
washed-up white in the sun. He had never seen so much skin
before. He wondered which boy had dunked him. An
embarrassed rise kept him in the water. He padded about,
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not thinking, or at least telling himself not to think.
A few minutes collapsed. The sun hung directly
overhead.

The muddy river bottom chilled his feet as he

walked about, but the sun upon his shoulders nearly burned.
The three boys rolled and kneed up and lurched herky-jerky
camel-like to their feet. Ballard watched from the middle
of the river as the three sun-browned youths stepped
inwards towards each other and each drew forth from
someone's clinched fist a bit of straw sifted from the
sand. Bruce and Billy turned back, stepping in the glaring
sand, smiling.

Jim, the loser of the draw, pointed out at

the river, cussing.
"Whyn'd we make him get it?"
Ballard didn't know what was going on. He trudged
forward, leaning through the sand, saying, "What are you
guys doing?" and not getting even a look. When Jim turned
then and pointed, Ballard stopped short. Ballard didn't say
anything, just waited for the other two to decide.
looked up and down his body.

They

Ballard suddenly felt the

sand hot to his feet and shifted, curling up his toes and
feeling his scrotum squashed between his wet thighs.
"Shit," Bruce said. "Look at him. He ain't got the
strength ••• "
"Yes, I do," Ballard said quickly.
" ••• He ain't got the strength to get up that tree."
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"What tree?"
"Goddamm it," Jim cussed. He stomped across the sand
towards the trees and walked in a few feet and rested his
hand upon the thick, scaly bark, looked back angrily that
he had to climb when Ballard was standing there silly and
weak in the sand saying he wanted to climb. Jim reached up
then and skimmed up the trunk, his legs pumping like
squeezed bellows.

He pulled himself up and held tight the

knotted limb, then leaned slowly, working until he stood
upon the branch.
"Go help Jim," Billy ordered Ballard. Ballard walked
to the tree and looked up at Jim standing above him. Jim
held himself.
What the hell, Ballard thought. There was a noise. A
piddling against the dry, dusted leaves. Ballard
backstepped, hung up on some roots, tumbled to the bare
dirt, jarred upon his ass, and backpedaled from the shower.
He felt the piss looping across his legs. Jim's laughter
fell down upon him.
Ballard stood again, grabbing at some leaves, and
wiped at his legs, stealing glances at Jim.
"Come on," Jim shouted down, "I ain't got no more."
Jim laughed, then reached into a fork of the tree and
withdrew a grain bag and lowered it to Ballard by rope.
Bruce and Billy had come over to see what the laughing was
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about. They took the bag from Ballard's hands before he
could reach into it.

They walked out on the sand again.

Jim leaped down and bounded after them. Ballard followed.
He walked to the water and waded in to his knees and wiped
at his legs.
The dirt-flecked and crusted mesh of bag hung open,
its mouth pulled apart by Jim's sturdy hands. Then, letting
loose with his right hand, he reached into the gaping maw,
and pulled out quick and without much reverence, handing
over to the other boys, an unlabeled bottle, half-filled
with some thick-looking liquid Ballard recognized as the
homemade wine of Billy's father, and also a smaller
package, laid out then in the sand to reveal five tiny
bones of cigarettes and wooden matches, too, encased in a
baggie.

These objects Jim gave up quickly and reached

again, letting the bag drop before even withdrawing the
last--a rolled magazine; Ballard knew even from the water,
unseen as the pages were, by the atmosphere of illicit
goods and the very way Jim was hunched over and turned
away, what the magazine was about.
He'd seen such before--once, too quickly, and then
discovered and it slammed shut by his father who'd left it
there on the counter anyway and then rolled it up and
whopped his son upside the head with it, yelling at him not
to be looking at that. And of course, that'd made him not
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only really curious, but kind of desperate. Once, too, he'd
seen real girls, older girls from school, naked, swimming
down at a hole at the river, splashing about.

Giggling,

shouting girls whose breasts floated on the very surface
and skin flashed through the foliage as they climbed, ran
out of the water, upon a sandbar and turned about, dived
in, and reemerged, hair slicked and backs arches. And
Ballard, when he heard that first unbelievable squeal and
thought, no way, and set his fishing pole down at the edge
of the field and crawled into the underbrush to an upheaved
tree, its roots stuck out of the dirt like some giant claw
and the trunk leading into the water, where he sat and
watched intensely through a lace of branches and leaves.
The girls then finished and dressed again, in shorts and
bras and t-shirts, after laying themselves in the sun to
dry. Upon this Ballard watched, incredulous, disbelief at
seeing everything. Then they were walking back across the
field and he was sitting on the bank with his

pant~

down,

his fishing rod at his side and not hearing one of the
girls come back for something until she was nearly upon
him. He had to crawl again into the underbrush like some
scared little rabbit with his pants down and the girl
laughing, grabbing up something off the sand and running
back to tell her friends what she had just seen.
Ballard stepped from the water and approached the trio
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of boys; Bruce and Billy sat on the sand, smoking and
drinking, while Jim turned the pages of the magazine, now
resting open on the sand while all three boys glanced,
sometimes holding Jim's turning for a longer study, then
releasing to gulp more of the red liquid, spots of it
drying on the boys' chests.
"Let me have a drink," Ballard said, having plopped
down too on the sand, hand outreached for the bottle Billy
now held. Billy held it out, tempting, short of Ballard's
fingertips.
"You hear that, Bruce?"
"What?" He still watc&ed the pages. Ballard stole
glances too at the magazine. A woman with dark hair had her
legs spread and was twiddling herself.
"Ballllls-ard here wants a sip of our wine."
"Come on, give me a drink. I can handle it."
"This here wine's for members only.
"Members only?"
"Yep, ya gotta be a member to drink. We shouldn't even
have showed ya where it was hidden and all. We shouldn't
even have let you come with us. Isn't that right, fellas?"
"Yep."
"I ain't gonna tell no one."
"Well, we don't know that, do we now?"
"I don't know. What do ya'll think?"
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"Vote on it."
"All in favor."
"Aye."
"Aye."
"Aye. The ayes have it."
"All right," Ballard squealed out, gleefully. He
reached for the bottle. Billy laughed off his attempt.
Confusion sank into Ballard. He looked about the trio of
boys. Some sort of fear, unknown but gnawing, rose up
within. "Can't I drink now? I'm a member."
"You don't get it, do you?" Billy said, a sardonic
smile smeared across his face. "We only voted to decide to
make you a member. You got to be initiated." The two other
boys nodded in agreement. The magazine forgotten in the
moment of real excitement and unneeded. Dangling from the
suddenly grim lips, the ash-tipped weeds burned and infused
the muggy summer air with some sort of perverse aroma.
"Who initiated you three?" asked Ballard, trying to
avoid any discomfort, though he knew the effort was
useless.

He spouted the words like they comprised some

meaningful argument that would make the whole world stop
and think better of its actions, though as soon as he
asked, Billy was already smiling, bemused and nodding.
"Ah, hell, we didn't have to be initiated. It's our
club."
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"What do I do?" Ballard asked, resignedly, already
rose up to his knees, leaning back with his haunches
resting on his feet.
Billy smiled. he set the bottle away from the circle.
Carefully, he nudged out his cigarette in the sand and
placed the burnt stem with the still unused cigarettes, and
set it aside.
"Suck my cock."

A weight rose and dropped in Ballard's stomach.
Suddenly, moisture was gone from his throat, now coarse as

sand.

.,
"That's okay," he mumbled.
"WHAT?"
"I don't want a drink."
"What'daya mean you don't want a drink? I thought you

wanted to hang with the big boys. You come out here just to
see us swim naked, queer boy? Don't be a fuckin' pansy."
Billy was standing now, flaccid too, in front of Ballard.
Ballard reeled, pushing and scrambling from the sand
to his feet. A hand tightened around his ankle, jerking and
pulling out from under him. It was Jim.

Billy came around

front of Ballard and sank down to his knees, grabbed at
Ballard's hair and lifted his face out of the sand.
"Suck." Billy pushed forward, rubbing and getting hard
against the side of Ballard's face. "Fuckin' open up." He
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ripped at Ballard's hair and pushed his cock past the
crying boy's lips. Ballard felt it, coarse against his lips
and pushing against his tongue, and gagged, tasting the
swell of arousal, the dirty skin, the river mud, the sand
and urine all thick in his mouth like the river bottom
itself. The thick curly bristle of hair against his face.
There upon the sand they each pushed into his mouth,
taking turns with the hold, arms entwined with his, holding
him upon his knees, from the back and held tightly, up
against him, stiff but not moving. Then finished, laughing,
pouring a bit of wine upon his head when he plopped down,
bodily, upon the sand, leaving him to crawl to the water,
submerging, scrubbing, spitting, reaching around, slow
moving, to something stiffened and dried in the small of
his back, a bit of spurt squeezed out, sticky now upon his
fingers.
Stunned, he sat riveted in the soft current, the mud
oozed up cold against

his body. Behind him, he could hear

the pulling on of clothes. The boys quiet now, perhaps out
of some sort of reverence for him. Doubtful, though. He did
not turn to watch their progress. Finally, they called his
name, told him,
water.

'Come on.' Ballard's eyes stayed upon the

Debris floated past: branches, sticks, leaves,

plastic, bits of styrofoam. A barkless limb of oak floated
past in the middle. Its sheen a false glistening from the

Brown 66

water. This he watched. He knew he would rise and dress and
follow the boys home. What choice did he have? But he sat
there, quiet and disturbed, watching a bit of displaced
wood floating, turning and catching on smaller debris,
along in the stream.

...

...

...

Ballard sat back against the seat. Now in front of
him, the house. His side hurt, a bruising pain that made
his head funny and his throat swell in dry pain.
sweating hands clutched the

viny~

His

stickiness of the

steering wheel. It had been twenty more minutes from the
river, up from the flats into
the boiled and swelled
:::
,"'

foothills to Turtle Lake.

~

From the opposite side of the
!

;l

I

lake, he spotted the house, perched on a rise above the
east side of the lake.

The dock stuck like a finger into

the autumn-green water lapping at the bottom of the back
slope.

Running into the house, soaked. Not muddy though as
when river swimming down past his grandparents.
"Don't track up this house," Mom screamed, jerking up
from the stove or the table when the connecting door to the
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garage slammed.

If alone, he'd dash to the upstairs

bathroom, clothed, and shuck off the shorts in the bathtub,
cleaning them out while showering. Stepped back into the
garage, though, the bay open, he'd wiggle out of cold
shorts and step back in, hands cupped in front of him and
run with short steps through the air-conditioned house,
skin cold and then stinging under the pellets of hot water.
The house had been new then. Ballard always told himself
that was why she was so nervous about keeping it orderly.

There upon the garage was still clamped the basketball
hoop.

Upon its rusted brown hooks, a net hung new and

spidery. The wind whipped at it. The old net, when Ballard
backstepped from the swing out and up, pulled at the garage
door, caught on the silver handle.
"D I need a special reason to get the boy a gift,"
he'd said to his wife. "Just thought he's old enough to
start playing." Ballard, quiet, forward hunched to the
table, listening, breathless, hopeless, to the exchange,
afraid to talk. Setting down his dinner fork, his father'd
gone and fetched back a box from his suitcase, still
unpacked in the front hall. "I was gonna wait till later. I
got you a new watch. You've been wanting one, I know."
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She sat bent forward over the table, not caring for
the box pushed at her. "I'm not the one needs a new watch,"
she said down to her food.
There was a new net now hung upon it. How fuckin'
considerate. His face grimaced into a smile. He swung his
legs slowly out from under the wheel and pulled up out of
the car, careful for his side.
Breathing. Breathing. Motes of dust flitted up with
the upswung garage door. Air swirl of dust in the gray
slant of light. Back in there--dark. He edged into the
depth, his eyes near closed to see. A lawn mower pushed in,
still greensmelling. Hooked on the wall, a pair of bikes,
his own still leaned against the wall beneath. Rustled
afoot, a bag of leaves, gaping and half-spilt. A rake
clanged, too, across the concrete floor. Hanging there on
the wall, a pegboard and tools, nearly unused. Ballard even
had his father building a doghouse for awhile (a puppy
promised!) before it was all

forgo~ten.

Well. Further back,

he moved. More darkness like a cave yawned open around him.
He slid his feet slowly across the slick floor. A heavy
sludge seemed to settle down as if the tide had moved upon
him. He shuffled through the odd assemblage of forgotten
memories that poked into his path.
stale and sticking to his throat.

The air was thick,
He reached out for the

dark back wall, his arms sweeping against the surface until
theflicker of lights hummed overhead.

He looked back. A
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bunch of junk.

His heart slowed again.

through again.

He breathed in the fresh autumn air gushing

in now.

He worked back

Wind, rustling in, teased the leaves in the

driveway before driving them into the garage as if it were
a corral, its gate thrown open to the driven herd.
down the door, walking through.

Turned out lights.

Pulling
Into

the house.

Nights waiting. Ballard not knowing, talking over his
food with her quiet, poking. Them doing up the dishes, him
drying.
"I stayed under for almost a minute, today," he'd say.
A little longer he could stay submerged each day.

"Mmm."
"Maybe I'll swim someday all the way across
underwater!"
"Mmm."
"Tha'd be something, wouldn't it?"

...

...

A breeze sucked up the curtains against the window
screen in the kitchen, then let loose with a puff. From
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without came the clunk of the boat tied loosely against the
wooden dock. Stacked in the drainer were clean dishes. Back
then, there'd never been dishes left to dry up with
streaks.

She was always with her putting away, always neat

and ordered.
Ballard stepped to the sink. The clean plates went
directly overhead on the bottom shelf. Glasses set around
the drainer went on the side opposite the sink, up on the
middle shelf with the coffee cups. Here he placed two more
from the drainer. The round tupperware pieces fit into each
other and went down in the simple wooden cabinet next to
the stove.

Above this a drawer pulled out. Knives on the

left, forks in the middle, spoons to the right. The drawers
closed smoothly, the rollers moving easily in their tracks.
Through the house Ballard moved slowly. From the
kitchen, to the dining room, the family room, the hall,
nearly afraid to touch, he wandered. He did run his fingers
along the panelled wall, pulled them

bac~

then brown

frosted with dust. There was a pool of light gathered
midway, seeped out from the spare room. He waved his arm
through and watched the rise of dust fluttering. He waved
his hand through again, and again, half expecting some
spectral form to place itself.
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Come up from the hill, looking back at his pole wedged
into a frog hole left by the low water of a dry summer, and
running fast up the slope left him breathless and hunched
up, but still moving around to the garage, open like he'd
left it. He slowed, holding his side as he scanned the
walls for the net hung somewhere. He'd somehow hooked a
turtle, barely visible at the end of the taut line.
Careful not to jerk his pole and snap the line, he wedged
it in with no idea of how to pull the turtle closer. He
found the net laid up across two spikes, grabbed it up, and
whished the nylon webbing around back and forth to free it
from its own clutches.
He heard a door slam at the front of the house.
he's seen me running and come out to help.

Maybe

Ballard looked

outside, waited for him to burst around the corner, eager
to help. It didn't happen. He took a step, stopped. The
door slamming again.

Then the car door. Ballard stood in

the grayness of the garage half-expectant of a burst upon
the stillness.

Heart pounding--he could hear. Surely, they

could too. The roar of the engine seemed so near, suddenly,
and then was materialized as it rolled past, out of the
circle drive and whined out into the road--disappeared.
Ballard allowed his heart to slow. Quietly, he stepped
towards the door, slightly forward leaning, eyes cast down,
watching his step. Easing out around the lake side of the

Brown 72

entrance, he looked over his shoulder at her perched upon
the front stoop, and then he was running again, stumbling
fast down the hill, unbalanced, the webbing of the net
caught up in the air, come down heavy then at the bottom,
knees bent, too far, nearly, then caught up, running,
running.

He was in his father's bedroom. The blinds pulled. The
carpet had been pulled out, a hardwood floor laid bare now,
save here and there a throw rug tossed down against winter
cold. Around the bed and to the

ni$h~

stand he stepped

slowly in the near dark, and clicked on the lamp. Shadows
cast up.

Walls devoid of art or pictures. Atop the dresser

sat a vase.

Ballard heaved it up to feel its weight.

Within the closet, the doors pushed open, shoes lined along
the back wall, hung myriad suits

~hich

he rummaged through.

Before he stepped back to the hall, he caught the time from
the alarm on the night stand.

It didn't seem to be that

time.

Always, within the air. Always, the.moist smell of the
lake. It comes up cold in late autumn, unescapable,
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penetrating, relentless, awash against the house like the
very waters lashing at the boat not yet pulled from the
lake; jolting at loose fitted windows knocked about in
their frames because storm windows, not yet installed,
leaned still within the garage; soaking moisture into
paint-peeled-off, flaking boards and crevices; eroding,
too, with splashed, splayed wind-crested waves, leftunseeded earth, bare steeped here and there where thick
black railroad ties, steeped and shored into the earth,
have pried loose, and now rest asunder and rotting on cold,
ashen-gray sand, lakeside.

Hung upon the back of his own bedroom door, a mirror
reflected the contrast of time which he had slipped into.
He'd come down the stairs, a short flight that doubled
back, angled down, upon itself. Down here, he'd always had
his own bathroom, only half-finished, one wall of studs
still revealed, a concrete-floored stand-up shower, where
if only half showered he would just go against the corner
and stand back until the yellow was gone from the water, a
wobbling toilet, too, and a stained sink, wrapped pipes led
up to the ceiling, and he felt gargantuan come back to this

Brown 74

old tiny nook with its cold, mildewed floor, and letting
loose a stream from his phallus into the tiny porcelain
ring, lowered by his height.

He'd grown just a bit in four

years, but the displacement of time made the distance
distinct.
That distinction reflected back at him almost creased
a smile. There he stood, foolish feeling instead, in a long
sleeve shirt and faded, deep creased jeans, both stale and
closet smelling, draped shortly upon his limbs; the shirt
stretched tight against his broader back (another sharpness
in his side while sticking his arms into the narrow
confinement) and wrists exposed; the pants not pulled past
the hips and splayed open through the fastening. Ankles,
too, exposed. So he had no clothes left. In sock-sheathed
feet and thinworn briefs, the two sets of separately
discarded little nests of clothes buoyed on the carpet, he
eased down on the bed, right arm akimbo and hand propped
against the white sheath of bandages to keep himself
steady.

Rigid. It was stuck up in his briefs as he shucked off
his pajamas in the morning when she comes to wake him for
school, lays out his clothes, and warns him about soggy
cereal. He pushed at it. Opened up his shorts. Ummm. What's
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happened?

Upbound, pointing towards his stomach.

some, too.

Aching

It's big! No fooling.

Funnylookinghairlessthing.
Surgingtouchjumpysaggyunderneath thing. MOM! She not
looking at him. MOM! "Mmmm." Not looking, telling him what
he can wear.

Not pulling clothes out today and giving them

to him as usual. MOM! WHAT'S HAPPENED? IT'S BIG DOWN THERE.
"It's alright." WHAT HAPPENED THOUGH? "It's perfectly
natural." Still not looking. How's she even know what I'm
talking about. MOM!

LOOK! She's half out the door, turned

back finally, looking.

Drawers down around his knees,

standing now, pointing, pointed straight up. WHAT'S
HAPPENED?

"Don't worry," and then up the stairs she's

going quickly now, her voice haunting the doorway. "Your
father will be home tomorrow and he'll explain."

He was

slow to dress and thereafter till he could do it himself,
she laid out his clothes the night before; and sure enough-soggy cereal.

...

He waggled it back and forth, loosely, within his
right hand. A bit of agitation in his side. He could deal
with it.
his legs.

Not much of a response down there, yet. Widening
Cupping it all up now. Letting go. Nestled there
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like a little baby rabbit hidden in deep brown grass. Hey
now, a little extension. A lengthening like a wrinkled,
skin sagging turtle's neck stretching from the shell. In
his hand he held it again, this time his fingers wrapped
around it. After sitting down, the underwear, tight around
his crotch, had looked like an extension of the bandages
wrapped around his midriff. Now they dangled around one
ankle, the other foot freed to spread his pale legs wide.
Get on this, uh-huh.

Suckitsuckitsuckit--biting down on

the words, lips pressed together. Yep, there it is. Poking
hard now out of his hand.

No feeling though. No rush.

Beatin' it. faster, hand pumpin', primin' the well, jerkin'
the handle. Stop quick to wait for the gulping out of water
upon the concrete slab. Nope, a little more. New technique,
not so tight with the clasp, moving back and forth, side to
side, pumpin',pumpin', loose now, skin barely slidin' over
skin, goin' for that fast friction. Is there any water in
this well? Lay back, stroke, no good, back up, butt
sweating. Shit, nothing. Check out the tip. Dry. Stopping-feel some pain. Shit. A drop of red pre-cum seeping through
the bandages.
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Ballard drove into the little driveway in front of his
mother's house, reached around with his left hand to favor
his right side and shut off the engine. While driving, he
had kept his right arm against his bad side, firm and
tense, the pain still there. Every bump in the road had
sent a jolt of pain through his stomach and he sat for a
minute afraid to move.
The house had vinyl siding on it now and black
shutters that weren't real and wouldn't shut. Ballard
figured if he had a house with shutters, he'd want them to
work so he could close out the world sometimes and just sit
inside in the dark. He'd thought about this a lot since
he'd been wounded, feeling maybe that's where he should be,
closed up somewhere.

He couldn't get it out of his head

that he should be dead, and even looking out over Turtle
Lake earlier, open and shimmering with light, he had felt a
stab of guilt that only subsided as the lake disappeared in
his rear-view mirror.

Still, he couldn't stop thinking

about it.
The wind rushed at him as he climbed out of the car, a
motion he did slowly, swinging both legs out together so
his whole body turned at once to make the pain less. He
walked across the lawn towards the front door, holding his
side now.

A tall maple, nearly bare except for a few

straggling leaves, stood near the front sidewalk, but the
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fallen leaves had been raked from the lawn and stashed in
garbage bags piled near the road. Ballard knew it would be
neat inside as well.

She'd always been very neat. He

wondered for a second if he should have dusted the books
before packing them into the box.
He stopped and thought about the books. She had never
taken the romance novels when she had moved out. They were
now packed into a box in the trunk of the car. He'd brought
them as an excuse to see her, but his side still hurt and
he could get them later if the pain quit.

He went on up to

the front door and knocked, listening against the wind, the
dry rustling of leaves in yawning trees and neighbors'
yards, listening against the sound of traffic and the
clanging of rakes against the hard ground, and listening
against the pain and the fear in his heart for the sound of
her footsteps coming to open the door for him.
He almost didn't recognize her, her long hair cut into
a bob and graying. Yet the same smile spread across her
thin face while her eyes shined, but the pain in his side
only let him smile weakly. She saw this in his eyes and
grew serious and business-like.
"What's wrong?" she asked.
"My side," he replied, weakly.
She hurried him into the house, down the hallway and
into the bathroom. She flicked the light on, lifting his
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shirt to reveal the wound, turning him towards the mirror
for extra light. The crusted scab had cracked and softened
with the blood seeping through.
"Oh," she mouthed and blanched, turning away for a
moment and closing her eyes to compose herself. Ballard
waited, knowing it had been a long time since she'd seen
him bleed and now he could tell it made her uneasy.
"Mom," he said quietly. She turned back, recognizing
the word and looked in his eyes. "You okay?"
"I just didn't expect this ••• " She opened the medicine
cabinet, took out a bottle of aspirin, twisting the lid
off, and shook two into Ballard's outstretched hand which
he popped into his mouth and swallowed dry. He thanked her.
She looked back under his shirt and studied the wound.
"This is ridiculous. You should see a doctor. I'll
call mine and get you admitted at St. Anthony's."
"I'm sick of doctors."
"You're going to be sicker if you don't see one."
"I'm fine, really. It's just been a long day and I
lifted something I shouldn't have. If you could just wrap
it for me, it'll be fine."
"I can't believe they let you out like that," she
said, slipping quickly into her role. "It's not even healed
yet."
"Mom, it's fine. Besides, I was going stir crazy
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sitting in that hospital. They said they'd let me go if I
didn't exert myself. And I signed a waiver. It was my
fault.

Honest."

She pulled gauze and tape out of the cabinet and left
the room and came back with scissors. Ballard pulled his
shirt off over his head and peeled the old dressing all the
way off, wrapped it up, and dumped it in the trash. She cut
off four pieces of tape and strapped them to the bottom
edge of the sink, the ends dangling free so she could pull
them off as she applied the gauze. Ballard stood straight,
his arm up with his hand high on the wall so she could
work, and he stared at a point on the wall.
When she finished with the gauze, she stepped back to
inspect her work, putting a hand on his shoulder to turn
him about, checking that the scab was covered. Satisfied,
she nodded to him that she was done and put the supplies
away, walking out of the room with the scissors while he
grabbed his shirt and raised slowly his arms, the shirt
sliding smooth down over his head and onto his torso. It
still hurt, but felt secure, at least. He leaned over the
sink, his weak hands grasping the porcelain edge to stare
in the mirror at his reflection which did not seem to be
him. He felt detached. The bathroom shone: clean and white,
perfect and empty. Blood had drained from his face. He
couldn't keep his head up. Leaning, spinning, lifting an
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arm to his forehead, collapsing, he felt finally a
darkness.
He came out of it. A damp rag clung to his forehead. A
bead of water rolled into his eye. He poked at it, then
leaned up. He lay in the hallway outside the bathroom. The
hallway light burned brightly. He couldn't seem to turn
away.

His head, throbbing, wouldn't let him lift up,

except to his elbows and the throbbing numbed more when he
twisted. He pushed against the wall with his shoulders,
closed his eyes and waited.
Then he felt her moving next to him and he opened his
eyes and smiled at his mother.
"What happened?" she. asked. She stood up and offered
her hands to pull up on.

~tanding

again, balanced but

unsure, he leaned against the panelled wall. His eyes
moving up the opposite side until he found he was staring
at himself.
It was a picture from grade school. He could remember
wearing the shirt, a green and white striped short-sleeve
shirt that hung loose on his thin shoulders. He remembered
that age, his parent's divorce, and asking himself why were
they doing this to him. He remembered asking, "Didn't they
love him," but not understanding though they said he would
someday. He couldn't remember though if he ever had.
The picture was framed with others •. The wall was
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covered with pictures: different relatives, both sets of
grandparents, cousins, aunts and uncles, and friends of his
mother. Places they'd been, including shots from
Disneyland, one of him standing sadly with Mickey Mouse,
disappointed, he heard his mother saying now, that Donald
Duck couldn't be found and his father having angrily pushed
him towards the mouse so he could take a "goddamm picture,"
as she put it.

She laughed, but Ballard knew she didn't

feel that way.
He gazed along the wall, myriad of images mostly faded
from memory. Where was this? he asked. Who was that? Is
that me? More and more pictures of others; not of him, but
of people he didn't know, recent pictures of a new life.
The pictures weren't framed around his image, he realized.
His image now merely a piece of the patchwork. To his
questions, she gave quiet, reflective answers he didn't
know. Answers he didn't remember. Nothing flashed really.
Just smiles he gave out as she pointed here and there,
putting together a past he didn't know.
She had stopped talking while he had been staring. His
eyes pulled back to her face.
"You okay?" she asked.
Nodding, he tried his balance again. Standing there in
the hallway, some kind of sad but smiling expression on his
face, the pictures breaking up the solid·plane of the wall,
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he felt a weight pressing, soaking down, down into his
bones.
Her touch, light on his elbow, guided him down the
hallway, to the kitchen, warm from sunlight streaming
through the tied back curtains of the window over the empty
sink and from an open flame, blue around and short licked,
on the stove.

A black bottom saucepan sat empty on a cold,

black iron burner to the rear of the stove. Stepping over,
and in a fluid motion, she twisted down the flame and
pulled the pan across the burners onto the flame. On the
counter, a can of soup.

She stuck it up against the magnet

of an automatic can opener and pressed down the blade, the
machine whirring the metal around and clanking to a stop,
.

t

.

the can lolling and ajar. She jerked it off and dumped it
.

I

in the pan and added water.

The hot metal hissed at the

gelled brown glob plopped into its depth.
"I had started making you soup when I heard you
thump ••. ," she said. Ballard, hunched up in a chair, his
feet tucked in beneath him, stared through the slats of the
blinds. A boy across the way, a green stocking cap pulled
low over his ears, picked up a fallen branch, broke off a
bit of stick over his knee and launched it, twisting and
arching, back into the tree from which it had fallen. A
brown lump fell, bouncing awkwardly into the yard. He ran
to the football and spiraled it to someone out of Ballard's
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sight.
" ••• And when I got back there, you were sprawled out
like a heap of twigs." She turned from the stove, wooden
spoon in hand. Steam rolled from the pan. Redolent. Ballard
couldn't remember ever eating canned soup before at his
mom's. He turned back and stared out the window again. The
sun pushed dusty porous bars of light through the slats.
Out in the neighbor's yard, two boys raked leaves. The
metal combs bending their teeth clank against the hard
ground. An assemblage of brown and gold. The boys dropped
the rakes, stepped back a distance, and launched themselves
upon the pile, feet first and arms flailing. Slick and
naked maples shied from the wind. Most of the remaining
fast leaves flew loose from branches, plucked and pushed by
dogged gusts of northern wind. Ballard thought he could
smell the dry, rustling leaves. He smiled at a memory.
"Remember us raking out at the lake. All those trees."
She didn't turn from the stove. Instead, her thin and
blue-veined hands gripped the rounded edge of the counter
top to either side, the spoon in her hand, erect and
grotesque as an exposed bone broken through the skin, an
ugly ferule.
"Don't," she got out, low.

"Just don't."

He stared out the window again. The children were
still at it. He pushed back his chair, sullenly, and rose
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up out of it. He had only asked, he hadn't meant anything
by it, he told himself. But still he wondered if he had or
not. She stirred the soup again, slow, the wooden utensil
scraping soft against the sides.
black bottom.

The flame licked at the

Ballard walked out of the kitchen.

In the front room was a brown and gold sofa. He sat
down, his legs sprawled, and looked about. A television
propped on three legs in the corner. Blinds pulled and
thick white curtains drawn tight. Dull ceramic globes,
their light shaded and mute, squatted at either end of the
couch on short coffee tables. He lodged his hands into his
front pockets and stared intent at the gray black of the
television screen.
She spoke from the kitchen. "Soup's ready." He heard
the glop glop of soup poured into a bowl. A cabinet door
pulled open, then shut. The ting of spoons. Ballard didn't
stand.

He didn't want her to see him. He didn't want her

to see his eyes and what they would tell her. She stood in
the doorframe, sad and disappointed this wasn't over.
"Don't be that way," she said. Her hands twisted a
dishtowel into loose knots. He tried not to hear what she
said.

That was easiest, just to clam up. Never care. She

stood for a second, studying his face and fumbling the
dishtowel.

She folded it neatly, stepped to the couch, and

sat, the towel draped across her knees, easy on the edge
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with her legs bent towards his. She picked at lint on the
towel, keeping her eyes there, waiting for him to speak.
When he didn't, she looked over at him. He stared at the
curtains, thinking of something else.
"I have my own life now," she said, leaning out a bit
to get his attention. Her voice, quiet and resolved,
involved a knowledge gained through the years. "It took me
a long time, but I'm happy." Silence.

"I know you don't

understand, but it wasn't easy for me either, leaving.

I

needed a life of my own. I wasn't going to wait on your
father forever. I just wasn't going to.

I didn't leave to

come back."
Ballard's eyes ached. The wind blew against the house.
It whooshed in bursts, then haunted beneath the siding,
invisible, strong, and Ballard could feel it shudder.

A

deeper shade swept over the room, the brightness against
the curtains growing weak. Earlier, on the car radio, the
announcer had said rain, then diminishing and falling
temperatures. The wind would blow all night and in the
morning it would be cold and probably rain in front of
that.
His mother was quiet again and that hung on the room.
He wondered if he should use the rain as an excuse to
leave, to escape the gloom he felt. He had forgotten why he
was there.

He sent messages to his legs to lift him, but

Brown 87

he didn't move.

Instead his mother rose first. She seemed

defeated. Was she giving up? Was that all she was going to
say? Just like her, he thought, and he felt a sudden anger
building within his chest, a weight, a dense mass expanding
and rising, catching in his throat. But she was gone
already back to the kitchen with little deliberate noises
of silverware, of cabinets opened and shut.
He didn't want her to give up so easily. He sat on the
sofa, limp and confused, his legs stuck out in front of
him, too sad to lift his shoulders or to grip his knees.
He stared dumbly at his hands, upturned on his lap, as if
they were not his own, as if he were not even with himself.
It'd been like this before. So many times really. But
now it was upon him nearly as strong as the last time, the
strongest it had ever gripped him.

Tense and wrought up,

stiff and stuck in the hospital bed, he'd found himself
with a hard grip on the cold metal skeleton frame that
supported his mattress. A cold, dull emotion seethed within
him. There was a quiet, too, sagging across the ward like a
fog that isolated each man.
One night he'd dozed off, a short respite from the
horrific sterility. Slippered footsteps brought him back.
The guy from Utah shuffled past in the near dark, just his
face visible, upturned to an invisible light, his neck bent
towards the floor, and his shoulders too visible, in a way,
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as stooped and jutted shadows splayed against the back wall
by an exterior light.

He disengaged his formless body from

the room through the metal doors.
Quick footsteps brought Ballard awake in the morning.
A new duty nurse hustled past. She went to the empty bed
and changed the sheets, pulling off the soiled and then
flapping the fresh sheets across the bed with short, sharp
jerks.

She finished and walked back past and disappeared.

Gathered in her arms the crumpled linens.

She returned a

while later, banging the wobbling cart through the doors,
working methodically and silently, refusing questions, then
she was gone again, having answered them with her silence.
Throughout the morning, Ballard had felt a darkness
expanding within his head. Sweat pressed between the sheets
and his back. His hand found the horizontal bar and held
its grip.

I saw him last night. He went right past and

I didn't stop him. Didn't say a goddamm word.

He tried

to conjure up the image again for some answer, but only saw
that shuffling dispossessed man casting strange shadows
against the wall.

Ballard suddenly felt the darkness

imploding within his head into a small dense ball at the
bottom of his brain. His name, I can't even get his name.
I knew it didn't I. God, what was it? Then he knew he never
had known it, never had reached just across that space to
the now dead man.
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Then the quiet got him. Ballard, his hand still
gripping white on that metal bar, tried to extract tears
from that inanimate rod in exchange for his own, but
failed. As he sobbed, his shoulders shook with the catch of
each breath and he felt the widespread tears moist over his
cheeks and thick mucous flooding his lip.
Franklin, who was shoring up his daytime position with
his stale stiff puff of a pillow wedged between his tired
back and the headboard, leaned out, slow, watching the room
with his weary eyes, embarrassed a bit for his recent
friend, and shushed at him. Ballard could feel the whole of
the room on him now, waiting, watching. He was unable to
curb his despair though and could only look at Franklin,
helplessly, with his eyes wide and cheeks wet.
Someone had buzzed the nurse. She walked fast now
towards Ballard.

"Hush up," she whispered aloud from

halfway across the room as though no one would notice. She
was angry someone dared to tear up in her ward.

"You're

disturbing everyone else," she said, forgetting already in
her haste, what had happened that same morning. As if the
room wasn't already tainted.

She tugged and smoothed at

his blanket, pushing the graygreen woolen fabric to his
slickened chin, and pulled the edges out and lifted them up
under the mattress.
But who was she that his affliction could be so easily
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tucked away? A death in the ward? Another one? Okay. Now
bed seven is crying. She knows the drill. Get him quiet
before the others complain. Jesus, he won't shut up. Hasn't
he seen a dead man before? It is not for her to know why
his anguish pours forth. It is just to stop bed seven from
disturbing the others. But it is far more than her
mechanical singlemindedness can ever placate. She jumps
into action.

She is running now, not calm or deliberate as

trained, just rushing to appease, no doubt, not the others
but her own selfish fears that will surely become manifest
if she fails to act hurriedly.
In the afternoon, with a different nurse on the floor,
and the light retreating from the windows, Ballard awoke.
He looked about, slowly; everyone writing letters or
reading or whispering to each other or something and not
catching his eye. The screen divider the nurse had brought
in to isolate him was pushed back and folded up against the
wall between his and Franklin's beds. A constant reminder.
Ballard breathed in short gasps of air as if he'd awoken
from a nightmare in a strange room.

He'd fallen asleep

with his face wet and now could feel his hair matted
against his head.

That and his sweatcold shirt clammy

against his skin reminded him of his sorrow and anguish.
His side pained him and he looked down at the red bandages
wrapped as thick about his torso as the room that
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constricted his entire being.
Now, he wanted suddenly, desperately, to be out of the
house and made his legs work towards that goal. He hoped to
leave silently. He pushed himself up out of the sofa, the
blood rushing back and aching within his legs.

He stepped

towards the front door. He didn't know what he would say if
she appeared. He saw into the kitchen and she was doing up
the dishes. Sometimes he could barely stand her. She would
never talk about her leaving, telling him always to ask his
father what happened, who in turn pushed it back onto her.
Ballard would go back and forth and get nothing from either
one of them. "Well, fuck that," he told himself. He didn't
have to explain himself either.
He pulled open the door quick before she could react
and was quick out to the front stoop and down the steps.
The sky floated past overhead, broken into gray fragments.
The neighborhood bore down upon him from all sides. In that
space between house and car existed a world unfamiliar to
him. He was out there, unloosed, stooped, and misshaped
with two kinds of pain.
He was crawled into the car before he remembered what
he'd come about. "Goddamm," he muttered, studying through
the glass her resigned stance now upon the front stoop. The
wind sucked her loose slacks up against her legs. He pushed
the door open against the wind without a look at her,
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fumbled at his keys and stepped to the back of the car.
Cars passed in the street behind him. He wanted to turn and
challenge each driver. Ask,

'what the hell you lookin' at?'

He let the trunk swing open, instead, and looked down at
the box of books. It was heavier this time, his side warned
him.
While he hiked the box upon a knee, he reached quickly
and shut down the trunk again. She was leaning against the
car now, watching him. Then she walked over and they both
looked into the box. Though only books, perhaps they saw
something different for Ballard studied the pages
fluttering like false birds in the little gusts of wind
that circulated within the cardboard confines.
"Oh," she said, simply. "Books."
"They're yours."
"For what?"
"They're not for anything. They're just yours." The
box was pulling at his arms. To his good side he shifted
the growing weight. Within the box, the books slid and
heaved.
"What should I do with 'em?" She stuck a hand in and
shifted about. Then looked back at him.
"Do whatever you want," he said. Stepping back, he
dropped the box to the ground as he might drop a quail with
a shotgun.

The box upturned and the books spilled out, the
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pages feathered out and slapping about as if with a last
breath against the dull and cold ground.

...

...

"Hello," a woman said softly. Ballard didn't recognize
the voice. He'd noticed the phone when he'd returned to
Turtle Lake. The message light was flashing. He hadn't
pressed it, instead punching an unlabeled button that
stored an automatic number. There were nine such buttons,
only one unlabeled, and he had listened to the numbers ring
through, eager to see if it was connected to someone.
"Hi?" he replied.

He was quiet again. Outside on the

lake, a boat passed by, pulling a skier. He slipped across
the white wake and cut hard, spraying up a wall of water.
Ballard wondered how much longer it would be warm enough to
ski. He waited for her to speak again.
"What's your name?"
"Ballard," he said.
"Hi, Ballard. I'm Eva. You sound good."
"What?" He watched the lake. "I didn't hear you."
"You sound good, Ballard. Is this your first time
calling, Ballard?"
"What?"
"Is this your first time calling, or are you a regular
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customer?"
"No, I've never called before," he said. He hadn't
been out on the lake in four years. He wondered if he had
any cut-offs.
"What do you look like, Ballard?"
"What do I look like?"
"Are you tall? You sound tall."
"I'm about six-foot." Ballard wondered what he sounded
like.
"Tall men turn me on, Ballard."
"Excuse me."
"I like tall men, Ballard."
"Oh."
"What are you wearing, Ballard?"
"What am I wearing?"
"Do you have clothes on?"
"Of course."
"Can you guess what I'm wearing, Ballard?"
"No."
"You don't even want to imagine what I've got on,
Ballard?

Think about it. I think you'd be pleased."

"Sorry."
"I'm wearing a silk teddy, Ballard. Can you see it?"
He didn't answer. There was a new T.V. in the corner
of the room.
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"Ballard?"
"Yes?"
"Are you still there?"
"Yes."
"I'm not wearing any panties, Ballard."
"Uh-huh."
"Ballard?"
"Yes?"
"I'm touching myself."
"Uh-huh."
"Ballard?"
"Yes?"
"Do you have your pants down?"
"Sure." He looked around for a remote control, but
couldn't find one. The skier came back into view and fell.
"Ballard?"
"Uh-huh."
"Touch me, Ballard."
"Huh?"
"Touch me, Ballard. Can you do that? Imagine it,
Ballard. Reach down and touch me."
"Uh-huh."
"Okay, Ballard."
"Huh?"
"I'm really hot, Ballard. Are you ready, Ballard? Do
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you want it?"
"Sure."
"Kiss my breasts, Ballard?"
"Okay."
"Do you like them, Ballard?"
"Yes. "
"Squeeze them, Ballard. Squeeze them."
"How's that?"
"That's very good, Ballard. Ooohh, Ballard. I'm ready,
Ballard.

I'm ready. Ooohh, my pussy's throbbing, Ballard.

Now, Ballard. Now. Put it in me. Now, Ballard. Can you feel
it, Ballard?

Oooh God, Ballard. Fuck me, Ballard. Fuck me.

Ooohh, fuck me.

Oooohh, God, fuck me. Ballard. Ooohh ••••

"Ballard?"
"Yep?"
"Did you come, yet?"
"No. "
"You're almost out of time, Ballard."
"Oh. II
"Do you want to call and try it again? You can get a
different girl."
"That's okay. I have to go."
"Well, bye, Ballard."
"Bye, Eva."
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He thought about calling again. Maybe he could get
into it. He wondered how often his father must call and
hated him for being that way. On the lake, the skier
climbed into the boat and it rose up on the water and sped
away. The clock ticked silently. The T.V. was quiet.
Ballard hung up the phone, breathed deep and felt the air
in his lungs.

The air passed in and out. The house was

filled with dust which passed through him.
swelled.

His heart

The loneliness he had felt earlier looking out at

the shimmering lake reached out again, gripped him in its
arms and shook him until he cried.
After a bit, he wiped at his eyes. The house was
lonely and filled with dust. It was the same house, but it
had never really felt like home ,anyway. Not for a long
time.

He had been foolish for thinking he could come here.

So what if the man didn't need him. He knew though where he
would fit in, the same place he had spent much of his youth
going to.

The one place he could feel at home, if he could

anywhere.

Where there had always been someone there

waiting for him. He didn't think he could stay in the
house.

He did not know why he had thought he could settle

in here and feel like he was home. He realized he'd never
been able to before.
Ballard reached and hit the message button. His
grandmother's voice crackled through.
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"Hello?

Ballard?

This is your grandmother.

I

thought you'd be there by now." Ballard heard his
grandfather's voice, faintly, and then her voice again.
"No, he's not there," she said with her mouth away from the
phone.

Then strong again, she said, "How was your flight?

You probably got jet lag.

Maybe you're sleeping.

Well,

we'll be home all day if you want to come and visit. I
baked you a cake. It's angelfood.
hi.

Your grandfather says

Oh, and your uncle's home, too.

Give us a call. Bye

now."
Ballard had not seen his Uncle Will in five years.
Will had changed his life about. It had been filled with
drugs and alcohol. His grandparents were very glad to have
him back in the fold and always talked fondly of their
reborn son.
There was a button labelled "Parents," and he pushed
it.

The number series beeped through and the phone rang

through on the other end.

His grandmother picked it up.

"Hello," she said.
"Hi, Gra'ma. It's Ballard."
She yelled out to someone in the background. "It's
Ballard." He heard his grandfather's voice.
"Where is he?"
"I don't know."
"Well, ask him."
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A nervous grin passed over Ballard's face.
"Ballard!"
"Hi, Gra'ma. How are ya?"
"Oh, I'm fine. I'm fine. I'm baking. How are you? I
was worried about you. We couldn't reach you. We thought
something had happened ••• "
"I was out."
"Well, your father called here last night and said
you'd be home today. We tried to call earlier, but didn't
get an answer and I had to leave a message on that machine.
Your grandfather said we should just wait. As usual, he was
right.

It's good to hear from you.

I haven't heard your

voice in, well, I guess four years now, but you sound good.
Do you want to say hi to your grandfather?"
"Sure, Gra'ma."
She bumped the phone down. Ballard imagined her
setting it down on the little wooden desk just off the
kitchen and whispering to his grandfather. He heard the
phone picked up again.
"Ballard."
"Hi, Gra'pa."
"How are ya, boy?"
Ballard grimaced.
"I'm fine, Gra'pa."
"That's good."
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Ballard waited for him to speak more, but only the
sound of the phone rubbing against his grandfather's
stubbly cheek came through the wire.
"Ummm, can you pick me up?"
"Huh?"
"Can you pick me up?" Ballard repeated louder. "I'm at
Dad's."
"Of course, of course. I'll come now. Your uncle's
here, you know."
"I got the message. I'll see you in a little while,
Gra'pa."
"Oh, right. See ya in a while."
Ballard hung up the phone. The little red light
flashed against his skin as he held the phone to the
cradle. He erased his grandparents' message •

...

...

A mechanical pencil sat on the desk in the corner, a
notepad on a shelf.

Ballard walked over and stared down at

the ruled paper, unblinking. He wanted to leave a note. He
should write something to his father, but the ruled lines
seemed to waver, shifting about like violent white sand.
Dropping the pencil, Ballard propped his elbows on the desk
and dropped his forehead to his palms, rubbing his temples
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slow and methodically. He wanted to scream, but found he
couldn't.

Suddenly, his throat was dry and ached.

He

wanted to feel something in his hands, something soft. The
edges of the desk were smooth and neat, but did not give.
The paper crumbled in his fingers. It ripped, tore, shred
into pieces.

It was not enough. He needed more. He needed

to throw something. He needed to pump his legs into motion.
The desperate feeling coursed through his blood. He stood
and whirled about towards the glass doors, reeling off
balance, pushed them open and lurched through, feeling the
hurt against his side again. He shut his eyes to shake away
the pain and jerked his hand on the door handle, sending it
shut again behind him with a shudder.
The wind kicked the leaves, trees swayed and creaked
in the air. Clouds bounded across the sky, past the lake,
and piled into the distance, gathered up in huge bales. He
dashed down the decline towards the dock. The boat tethered
there bucked about at the end of its rope. The water,
breaking in the wind, dashed about the wooden platform,
splashing drops down onto the deck. He ran, his feet
leaving the soft earth and thudding across the planks like
so many times before, the end suddenly there with nowhere
left to go, and he felt himself rising out over the water,
rising higher and higher, soaring out over the water as if
he were flying, flying softer than an airplane but harder

Brown 102

than an angel, but it did not work and he stood there at
the end of the deck, looking down at the rushing water.
He did not know how long he stood there with his back
to the house. He watched the water dancing about. As his
breathing returned to normal, he heard above the sound of
rustling leaves and breaking water, the crunching chomp of
feet on dry leaves. He turned and spotted his grandfather
working his way down the slope, his heavy body turned
sideways as he stepped down the hillside.

His grandfather

watched his own feet sliding through the leaves.

His front

foot suddenly caught and his weight leaned heavily forward.
He stepped quick and impulsively to the side, his arms
grabbing for a thick oak that he leaned against and looked
down at Ballard and said without humor: "You'll excuse me
if I don't come all the way down," his face suddenly beet
red and his hands as rough as the bark they gripped.
Ballard stepped back off the dock and back onto the soft
earth, looking up at his grandfather.
"I yelled down at you, but I guess you didn't hear."
"Sorry," Ballard said. He worked up the slope, his
hand pushing against his knees and leaning into the hill
until he faced his grandfather, now standing with his back
against the tree.

The thin strands of hair hung down over

his taut forehead flushed with the effort of descending the
hill. His thin lips, turned down at the corners, pursed
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into a grimace.

They pulsed like gills trying to extract

oxygen--open, shut, open, shut, working with the flaring
nostrils pushing air in and out of his lungs.
"You all right?"
"Just gimme a minute." The words came out in a short
rush. Ballard sat down at his grandfather's feet and looked
out over the lake. The distance achieved from the hill cast
a passive look over the waters. Ballard felt it, too.
In a moment, the old man regained his breath. The
short wheeze slowed into a rattling calm in his throat,
rustling in tune with the dry leaves still hanging from the
branches overhead. The thought of autumn was all about
Ballard as he felt the squeeze of fingers on his shoulder.
"Give me a hand here." Ballard stood up. He had been
fiddling with a piece of bark he now tossed down the hill.
He turned and let his grandfather lean into his shoulder
and then headed up for the house, topped the crown, and
rounded the corner to the front.
A gray Dodge was parked next to the Mazda. The engine
still hummed quietly. The tailpipe discharged gray smoke,
lost to the wind immediately.
"I left the motor running. I thought you'd be ready."
"Just let me put the car away."
"Why didn't you drive it?"
"What?"
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"Why didn't you just drive the car over? You would've
saved me a trip."
"I thought you'd want to pick me up," Ballard said. He
walked towards the garage, his calves feeling too tight.
It was as if his legs jerked his whole body along.
"Well, it's not that I mind. Just would have saved me
a trip, that's all." He stepped towards the Dodge.

"I

suppose you're going to need a ride back, too?"
"I don't know."
"You're going to make him pick you up?"
"I don't know," Ballard said, trying not to get upset.
He didn't need this badgering. Why couldn't he just be
happy to see me? he thought. Ballard swung the garage door
up again and walked over and flicked up the light switch.
"I suppose you're going to stay with us until he gets
back." It was a question. His grandfather stood beside the
gray Dodge. Ballard looked out from the garage. He hadn't
been asked before and was unsure about the question.
Looking down at the keys in his hand, his grandfather
provided no clue.
"If it's all right," Ballard said.
"Isn't that what grandparents are for?"
"Right. Sure."
"After all, we can't hardly turn out a war hero, can
we?"
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Ballard tried to ignore what his grandfather said, not
knowing or understanding what was implied in the tone of
voice, genuine affection or deep-rooted irony grown from a
deep sense of disappointment. He turned instead to study
the space of the garage.

The wind whistled through the

doors and swept across the floor.
against the back wall.

He pushed the lawnmower

He worked quickly, bent over,

stifling the pain in his side to shuffle boxes and tools to
one side until there was room to park the car. A fine veil
of dust hung in the air and over his face.

Its fabric

drifted into his nose as he breathed, sending him into a
fit of sneezing.
"You okay?" his grandfather stood in the doorway and
peered at Ballard with blood-rimmed eyes. A heart attack
had struck him five years ago and Ballard knew he didn't
listen to his doctor.
Ballard nodded and walked past him. "I'm no hero," he
said curtly. For some reason, he had the thought that his
grandfather knew this, too. In his letters, he had never
been able to explain what had happened very well. His
grandfather was no idiot. He'd been in battle himself, many
more than Ballard. There were three ways to get out of an
ambush. He wasn't dead and he didn't have any medals. So he
resented that his grandfather had been in a war. He
resented that he could possibly know had happened. That he
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was a coward. He dug for the keys in his pocket.

He did

not know now what to do, but he felt he had no choice.
Settling into the car, he pulled his feet in under the
wheel and matched them to the pedals.

With the doors

closed, the silence of the black interior cleared his ears
as the wind rocked the small car.

The man seemed small and

ambiguous through the windshield. A blue windbreaker
wrapped itself around his thick torso. The loose ends
flapped madly as he stood with his back to the shaking
wind. A scarecrow would have made more of an impression.
Ballard slipped the key into the ignition and twisted. The
spark plug ignited.

The fuel reacted. With the pedal

depressed, fuel flowed to the engine, shaking it to life.
The engine roared in his ears. He pumped the accelerator.
The sound filled the silence of the car, swept out into the
wind and struck the swaying figure.

His grandfather jerked

his head about with a nervous grin as Ballard watched
through the windshield, nodding his head up and down in
controlled anger.
Ballard's mood improved as they drove out of the hills
in silence. This is right, he told himself. It is as it
was.

Everything would be all right. Just forget

everything. He felt he was really going home now.

His

grandfather steered the big Dodge with his tired, gray
hands resting on top of the wheel, making long, deliberate
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swings with his arms as the car swept around curves that
wound down to the flat, boring fields. The sturdy oaks
shrank with the hills into dried-up corn stalks and dead
little plots of soybeans, drooping with their weight. The
whole world seemed to shrink and fade away as they rode in
silence, drawing nearer and nearer to the farm.
Once wild and patchy with thick blackberries, the old
wooden fence row dividing the land from Miller's next door
had been cleared out, cords of wood stacked now where
Ballard had before hunted rabbit. A fresh coat of white on
the barn, the new vinyl siding on the house, the recently
enclosed porch, and the new asphalt on the driveway made
the farm seem new, as if it had no history. It all settled
Ballard's ugly mood.

His anger fell away, dissolved into a

safe, familiar haven where everything was going to be all
right.
Leaves littered the yard. A wooden rake leaned against
the garage that stuck out from the house like a gross
appendage.
"I'll rake the leaves," Ballard said. These were
familiar words and his grandfather smiled with his old
face.

Ballard climbed out of the car. His grandmother

stood at the kitchen window, smiling. Ballard ran towards
the house, then slowed when the pain in his side kicked in,
his feet traipsing through the leaves.

He was eager to
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break into the fresh baked bread; the aroma hung in the
air, thick and heavy.
With one step, he went up the three steps to the
porch, swung open the screen door, and let it slam shut
behind him as he lunged into the house. His grandmother,
short and round, turned from the window. Her cheeks looked
soft as dough and just as golden brown as fresh baked
bread.

There was a touch of flour on her small forehead.

She wiped her hands on her apron and hugged him.

He felt

the thick arms wrap around him and her fingers kneading his
back. His face sank into hair that smelled like flour. She
sat him at the kitchen table and put thick, sliced bread in
front of him. He grabbed the fresh churned butter and the
strawberry preserves and made a sandwich while she poured
him a glass of milk.
"You were limping," she said.
"I'm all right." He smiled up at her.
His grandfather walked in and stomped his feet.
"I think we got a guest," his grandmother said with a
smile. She stood back with her flour-white hands on her
thick hips.
"Yes," the grandfather said.
Ballard felt his grandmother's fingers in his hair.
She asked how long his father was gone for and he told her
he didn't know, the circle growing smaller and the warmth
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of the little room draped across his shoulders.

Just as in his youth, he awoke in the tiny tucked away
room at his grandparents. First sleeping without fear-without the tossing and restlessness, with death and
despair not permeating his dreams. Just as in his youth he
had finally slept. And, too, in this very bed he'd slept
many a time, found a soft nest, had curled up against the
wall, thick blankets unfolded, stretched out over his
youthful body, and if he scrunched down, turned wallward,
pushed into his pillow, no noise would come, no light, his
senses dulled effectively. His dreams then were not
horrific, though at times, in the night, he'd sense,
standing above him, a breathing something, and turn, unfold
his limbs, and gaze up through half-lit eyes at a figure
hunched over at him in the dull light seeped in from the
hall. In time that figure seemed more and more
dispossessed, less appealing, nice smelling or reassuring.
The repetition of displacement, the war and staggering
bodies and death turned that late night visitor into an
infested dream, a diabolical haunting.

He had nearly slept

peacefully, as peaceful as he had once done in his predisplaced youth.
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Just as in his youth--his later youth though-something jerked him out of his sleep. In his young,
infested sleep, chased and haunted as it became, a greater
natural scream brought him from his nightmares. At dawn,
he'd be awakened by the surreal chattering of sparrows
thick in the twin trees on the west side of the house. Now
though, the sun gone from the window, thought still light,
dusk fading, the absolute quiet brought him from his sleep.
He had slept peacefully. Shuffling feet back and forth
across the smoothly worn wooden floor, sitting on the edge
of the bed, head lolled, glaring about the near dark room,
the notion of his dream returned, infecting him.
The dull moon high above cast a pallid glow across the
compound set deep within the high fence: guard duty on some
ammo dump--routine. But his radio pack was silent on his
back, the whip antenna not reaching beyond that last rise
he'd just trudged over from the front gate. Reaching
around, he slipped it off his back, dropping it heavily to
the dew wet ground. He couldn't raise anyone on it. He
looked about.

Scattered about stood the five towers the

others were elevated within. Davis was in the closest.
Probably had his walkman, listening to country music. Up
the ladder Ballard climbed, his fingers cold against the
dew beaded rungs, his rifle clanking against his back. The
entire tower swayed with his ascent. There against the
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night, as he climbed within, was a woman, nude, tied to the
wall, pushing, squirming.

Ballard clung to the ladder.

Davis was there, taunting, a death grin, kissing the woman,
then smiling at him. Then touching him.

The cold rotting

flesh. Dust-caked face. the stone of gravel embedded in his
hands. Blood-seeping wounds.

Touching him.

"Come on,

cherry." Inviting. Backstep. Ballard alone now, falling,
rising up to the ground, that death-smiling face down
looking upon him. Ballard climbing again, falling, over,
and again. Adams there stomping on his fingers before he
can even climb in, falling again. Climbing. Clark and
Johnson, cocks out, pale, dull-lighted. skin gleaming,
rigid, erect, raping him, falling, falling. Fu then,
standing back in the shadowy corner of another tower, not
talking.

Ballard able to climb within.

"My radio's dead," Ballard said, quietly.
No answer.
Ballard stepped towards him, hand outstretched.
"Fu?"
Nearly touching him.
"My radio's not working."
Fu's mouth open wide, black and rotting teeth. Ballard
touched his soft arm. The flesh, wormy squirming in his
hand, flaked in his cold fingers and fell off in rotting
scabs.
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"Fu?"
Fu's mouth breathed out frost-cold air. Black.
Nothing.

Wordless. Silence.

He bolted up, startled. He hadn't meant to fall asleep
when he had entered the spare bedroom.
one had spoken much.

In the kitchen, no

There had been smiles. His

grandfather had gone out to work in the garden.

There were

still beans to be picked and his grandmother had gone
looking for more canning jars in the basement.
The smell of cooking filled his nostrils. Even in the
back room, the crisp odor of fried chicken struck him. He
smiled. There would be mashed potatoes and thick, brown
gravy flowing into the vegetables. The brown would mix with
the green. There would be brewed tea, foggy and cold, and
hard-crust bread with smooth, rich butter. There would be
fresh apple pie folded between thick, flaky crusts. It had
been a long time since he had eaten such fresh food. And
the kitchen would be warm and brightly lit.
Ballard looked over into the dark recess of the closet
and spotted a familiar shape. Easing his tired body off the
bed, he trod across the floor, reached up, and pulled the
box out from under a pile of blankets on.the top shelf.
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He settled back onto the bed and tugged at the rumpled
blankets until the surface smoothed out.
Ballard lifted the lid off the box and looked at the
treasure inside: rows of baseball cards filed team by team
between the cardboard walls. The cards felt frail as he
shuffled through a handful, slowly turning each over,
studying stats, and rediscovering his favorites. Certain
cards he dropped to the blanket. Each card framed a window
on the green blanket, an expanse of the field stretched out
behind each player whose image was caught forever at a
certain time. The boys of summer. Forever boys.

Al Kaline

smiled up at Ballard. Catfish Hunter tossed a fastball,
almost falling to,q far forward. Reggie Jackson swung for
rightfield, twisting up his body. There was Willie Mays.
Hank Aaron. Al Oliver. Willie Stargell. Johnny Bench.
Willie McCovey. Pete Rose. They stared out from the past.
He didn't even know how to start to order them. Ballard
gathered up the cards and replaced them neatly between the
cardboard walls.

He placed the box under the blankets in

the closet and walked out of the room, quietly shutting the
door behind him.
The bathroom was off to the right, just off the
bedroom; to the left, down a short hallway and on past the
dining room was the kitchen.

Ballard stepped into the

bathroom to freshen up before dinner.

The chain for the
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light dangled from the mirror. The fluorescent flickered
once when Ballard pulled it, then again before settling
into a quiet hum.
He studied his faced in the mirror. His face glared
back at him. A faint shadow of a beard had crept across his
long, narrow chin. He thought about growing it out. When he
had joined the army, he hadn't even needed to shave. Of
course, once it did start growing, he had had to shave
every day.

After his flight, the drive home and to his

grandparents, and two naps, his clothes were quite
wrinkled.

His short brown hair stuck up in back. He

twisted the faucet and ran his hand through the water
before running his damp fingers through the hair. His eyes,
tired and red, hurt to look into themselves.

He waited.

Outside, evening's dark curtain had fallen, Only the quiet
whoosh of cars with headlights speeding by slashed through
the darkness. He looked back at the mirror and rubbed at
his eyes with his long fingers folded into half fists.
Cupping his hand under the running water, he splashed it
onto his face.

The cool water worked at his brain. He felt

tight in his side and lifted his shirt, but the bandages
still looked clean.

Looking at the white gauze, a

lightness grabbed his head. He suddenly felt out of place.
He sat down on the cool seat of the toilet, confused, and
tried to think, but could only rub his forehead with his
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palms. A set of headlights spread itself across the window
like an instant dawn before disappearing again into
darkness. "It'll go," he said to himself. "It's only the
first day. It'll all go away.

Just give it a chance." He

didn't know if he could believe it though.

Voices drifting in from the kitchen brought him back.
A third voice caught his ear. It was his uncle. Ballard
felt himself slowly settling, floating down into earth
again at the sound of his uncle's voice, a smooth cool mist
mingled in with his grandfather's thundering--a comfortable
orchestration of

style~.
'

!

They talked about the weather. Rain was coming and
expected by morning. His grandfather said he was happy he'd
finished the beans. If it doesn't rain too much, he said,
he'd till it all under the day after. Ballard's grandmother
stood at the stove, wiping her hands on her apron, and
smiled at him as he walked into the kitchen. It was as if
he had never left.
"Well, here he is now," she said. She looked back down
at the chicken frying in the skillet and with a pair of
tongs checked each piece before taking them out and placing
them on a platter. She poured milk into the cast iron
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skillet and stirred in flour for gravy.
His grandfather and Uncle Will sat at the table.
Their heads had turned with her voice and they watched as
Ballard kissed her on the forehead. She smiled up at him
again with her little mouth.

Around her eyes, the skin was

purple from the heat of the stove and strands of her almost
white hair dangled from the bun piled atop her head. Women
in their faith weren't allowed makeup so her skin was still
good.
Setting his elbows on the table, Ballard's grandfather
sat up in his chair and wrapped his rough hands around a
hot cup of coffee. At the sound of his mother's voice, Will
had pushed himself out of his chair. He turned and stuck
his arm out and they shook hands.
"Well, hey there," his uncle said. His voice shook the
air as sturdily as his hand gripped Ballard's fingers. He
wore a blue shirt that fit snug across his thick shoulders.
Ballard had finally grown taller than him, but only by
about an inch.

Since Ballard had last seen him, his uncle

had gained a little weight, but it was all over and looked
good.

His green eyes were clear now since he'd cleaned up

from the drugs. His cheeks were still pocked a little but
they had filled out some and he looked more like his
mother. With his rust-colored hair cut short and combed
back, he looked handsome.
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"Hey yourself," Ballard replied.
The grandmother's fingers touched Ballard's sleeve,
guiding him to behind the table, and sat him between the
table and the wall on a butt-worn wooden bench. Ballard had
spent many a meal on the bench as a youth. Will sat again
and smiled with his lips closed. The grandmother finished
the table, placing a plate of thick homemade bread in the
center.

Sitting down, she reached for Ballard's hand and

then Will's hand. They formed a circle, the four of them,
with their hands joined. Will spoke softly, his head bowed
and eyes closed, reciting thanks for the food, the
plentiful harvest, the shelter, the homecoming, for Ballard
and that his side pains heal, his own parents' life, and
the death of Jesus. He whispered an amen that was echoed by
the grandparents who opened their eyes and raised their
heads. Ballard followed their movements and his uncle
smiled at him. Will picked up the platter of chicken, set a
wing on his plate and passed it on, taking dishes from his
father and passing them on to his mother on the other side.
"You should come to meeting tonight with us," his
grandmother said. "It was God that saved you." She poked
her loose hair away. "I prayed to God to protect you, even
before the war ••• "
"It wasn't a war," his grandfather said. "It was just
an invasion." He turned to Ballard. "Isn~t that right?"
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Ballard looked down at his plate to escape the old
man's eyes. "Right," he mumbled to his fork.
"Your uncle's preaching," the grandfather added
between bites. "It won't do you no harm to go watch him."
He kept looking down at his plate, chewing slowly.

He held

his fork in his hand like a scepter.
Ballard looked at his uncle. Will smiled and chewed
slowly like his father. His grandmother believed God had
saved him? Ballard knew she probably really believed that.
Had she not read the letter, he wondered, though he knew
that she had, merely refusing to see the truth, seeing only
what she wanted to see in the words.
reply.

She had written a

A meeting would do no harm, though, if that would

make them happy. Perhaps it was God who had made this a
home here, Ballard thought, looking about at his
grandparents and uncle.

He did not want to cause any

trouble now and if he didn't go that is what he'd be asking
for.
"Yes, I suppose I will."
After dinner, while his grandmother scraped the
plates,
cleared off the table, put leftovers into containers, wiped
down the stove, and cleaned the dishes, his grandfather sat
in the front room, reading the Bible. He took it serious.
When Ballard was young, his grandfather had told him that
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if he read the Bible daily, he would be a better person.
Will sat on the couch. His Bible was closed, but he held it
on his lap, lost in thought.
At 8:00, when the kitchen was clean, the grandmother
slipped out of her apron and disappeared into her bedroom,
reappearing a few minutes later in a clean dress that hung
just below her knees, ready to go.
her hair in the short time.

Somehow, she had combed

It was up in a neat bun again

and the sweaty look about her face had disappeared, leaving
her face calm but tired and heavy.
out to the car.

Solemnly, they walked

From somewhere, Ballard's grandfather had

dug up an extra hymn book. He turned and handed it over the
seat to Ballard in the back.
They rode along in silence, past harvest fields
stubbled with stalks. His grandfather drove fast, bent on
his destination.

Along the country highway, curving over

hills and dipping into valleys, he pushed the auto to
sixty-five.

The wheels squealed as the heavy car turned

from one direction to another, sometimes drifting across
the heavy yellow lines. His grandmother, seated in the back
: t

:

next to Ballard, slid her feet forward, bracing herself on
the floorboards against the pulling force.
A yellow moon hung in the dark sky. It was a full
moon, but clouds took away much of its light. They would
breeze by, then the moon would slip out again, looking more

Brown 120

and more tired. Through the window, Ballard watched dark
barns and distant lights that looked miles away.
It was a big farm they finally came to. Two barns and
some silos rose up from the dark into the deep blue night.
A dog barked in one of the buildings as Ballard got out of
the car.
driveway.

Other cars were parked around the gravel
Impatient, his grandfather hurried to the house

and held the door, waiting for the rest to follow.
was right with him.

Will

Ballard walked slowly, keeping in step

with his grandmother's short legs.
Some light came from the front room. They had to walk
through the kitchen and dining room by the dim light.
Ballard didn't recognize anyone. At first Ballard thought
it strange that bis grandparents didn't introduce him to
anyone, then remembered no one ever spoke until after the
meetings were over. Will took a chair against the front
wall and the grandparents took two chairs in front of an
empty fireplace.

Ballard sat in the only empty chair left.

Besides Ballard, there were six men and eight women and a
few children. The chairs were placed close together so
people were shoulder to shoulder. It was already warming up
in the room and Ballard wanted to open up a window but knew
the old people would need it warm. He could feel on one
side an old man's shoulder, and on the other side, the soft
heavy shoulder of an old woman. A bead of sweat rolled down
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his side. It smelled like old men with oiled down hair and
aftershave lotion.

Ballard looked across the room and

watched his grandparents.

They opened their Bibles and sat

quietly, reading.
His grandmother reached up and poked away a loose
strand of hair. She had never cut it and Ballard knew if
she let it hang down like he'd seen her do when he was
young, it would reach to her legs. Her dress hung past her
knees when she was sitting. She tugged at it anyway.
Stockings were adornments, so she wore none. Nor did she
wear make-up, or jewelry.

Varicose veins ribbed her thick

calves. The meeting started.

Having not been to a meeting

in some time, he watched his grandmother and followed her
lead.
She sang along with the opening hymnal his uncle had
picked. She bowed her head in prayer. She talked about
bible passages she had studied. She stood and turned and
dropped to her knees, resting her elbows on the seat of the
chair as the others did. She sat again when the silent
prayer was finished. Heads remained bowed.
Will walked to the middle of the room. On the table
there, under a small white cloth, was a slice of bread and
a single glass of red wine. He picked the bread up, sat
again and plucked off a bite, placing the morsel in his
mouth before passing the bread around the room. The
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grandmother mimicked the actions of those around her,
chewing softly on the piece of dough.
Will said another prayer and gave thanks. The wine
made its way around the room, passing from hand to hand,
mouth to mouth.

She paused, then held the glass to her

lips before passing it on to her husband who took it and
raised his head, looking at her with annoyance.

He passed

the glass back to his wife and made her raise the glass to
her lips and drink.

Ballard saw her throat rise and fall

as the liquid passed over her tongue. A red drop appeared
at the corner of her mouth.

Ballard had thought there was

perfection in this marriage. The slightest spill made him
nervous. Sure, his grandmother believed in God, but what
good was God? God did not help.
pain.

God was useless.

God did not keep her from

It wasn't God who had saved him in

Grenada. God surely had not saved Fu and Davis and Clark
and Johnson and Adams.

God had not made that brown girl's

life any easier in Panama with her candles and statues and
pictures.

Even in this house of God, Ballard could not

find comfort.

He found nothing.

Before, Ballard had never

seen any problems in his grandparents' marriage, always
they had acted as he thought parents were supposed to,
always there for him, listening, caring, but now even that
illusion was gone.

They were really no different from his

real parents, and Ballard could do without this strife.
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From his parents he already knew not to expect anything.
Ballard knew what they were about.

But his grandparents he

had always expected perfection from because they were
really the ones who were or had been his idols, the ones he
had looked up to growing up.

He watched his grandmother

force down the wine and thought how blind he had been. She,
too, just like his mother, had slaved for this man beside
her. She loved her husband but could not believe he would
do such things.
The bitterness spread across her face.

During the night, it turned cold. The wind brought it
down from the north. The windows were steamed when Ballard
woke up, though it didn't matter because it was still dark.
He lay in bed before rising, trying to make out the
ceiling.

After the meeting, he had left the room quickly

while the others milled about talking as if they had just
realized they were all in a room together. When he was
younger, the mingling afterwards had been his favorite
part.

His grandparents would introduce him around the room

and he would get to shake hands like a grown-up and hear
people say, "What a nice young man." But last night, after
watching his grandmother with the wine, he wanted nothing
to do with any of it. It seemed so false.now, he thought.
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Not that he was so much against the talk. That was what
they needed, perhaps get rid of the God part and just sit
and talk with each other. It would do them a whole lot more
good.
His clothes, rumpled and smelling of dry sweat, rested
in a pile on the floor.
cold.

He put them on quickly for the

He had left his suitcase in the trunk of his

father's car.

Out in the hallway, he smelled bacon frying

and paused to listen to the sizzle before stepping into the
bathroom to wipe the stuff from his eyes.
Already, there was flour on his grandmother's cheek
when he walked into the kitchen.
"Good morning," she said to him. Biscuits were in the
oven and the heat felt good from the stove.
"Morning," Ballard said. He sat down behind the table.
"How's your side?"
"Fine."
"You're up early," she said. She reached into a
cupboard, pulled out a coffee cup, filled it up and set it
in front of him.
"There's sugar in that bowl there," she said,
pointing.

"Do you want cream?"

"Black's fine. Where's everyone?"
"Will's not out yet. Your grandfather's out in the
barn.

He'll be in in a bit. Then we'll eat. Will should be
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out by then. How do you eat your eggs now?"
"Scrambled."
She cracked two eggs into a bowl and mixed them up
with a fork, then set the bowl next to the stove. She bent
over and turned on a front burner. There was a skillet with
old grease in it on the back of the stove and she pulled it
forward and waited for it to heat up, testing it after a
few minutes with the tip of her finger before pouring the
eggs in and stirring with a wooden spatula, carefully
scraping the sides of the pan, keeping the yellow liquid
moving until it was fluffy.
This was all something she had always done and could
be depended on to always do, but it was not the same for
Ballard now.
"I'm going into Brewer this morning," The grandfather
said. He sopped at the last of his eggs with a biscuit,
then took a bite.
"You going to fix that barn stall, today?" Will said.
"I reckon it's as good as day as any. It's inside and
it's gonna rain.

"

"Well, I'll go with ya and give ya a hand, " Will said.
"No, I'll go,

II

Ballard piped in, quickly.

"What about your side?" his grandmother said. When
he'd arrived yesterday, she'd rewrapped it, telling him to
be a little more careful.
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"It doesn't hurt at all now. It's fine."
The two men looked at each other.
"Fine with me," the grandfather said.
"I've got some letter writing I can do, I guess," Will
said.
The grandfather looked over at Ballard. "I guess it's
settled then. We'll go after breakfast."
When Ballard stepped outside, the truck was already
running, the sun perched on the horizon. He had taken a
denim jacket from a peg inside the porch and now turned the
collar up against the cold, walking stiffly to the truck,
his hands balled up inside the pockets. He climbed up into
the already heated cab next to his grandfather, who put the
truck into gear and eased off the brake, letting the truck
roll forward to the highway where he looked and pulled out,
grinding through the gears with the big shifter sticking up
from the middle of the floor.
Ballard sat quietly with the roaring of the engine as
his grandfather maneuvered the gears. The sun disappeared
behind a thick curtain of clouds and a few drops appeared
on the windshield, then they were into the rain with wipers
that beat back and forth, whacking, but not clearing much.
"How's it feel to be home?" Grandfather said.
"I guess it hasn't really soaked in yet. I don't feel
anything yet."
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"Well, I figure you'll reach a point when it will. I
know that's the way I felt when I came home from the
service. I didn't know if I'd fit in or not."
"I'm sure you didn't have too much trouble. You were a
hero."
The old man didn't say anything.
"I went and saw my mom yesterday."
"How is she?"
"Fine, I guess. Did you know why she left dad?"
"He had to take care of business. He had business.
Your mom never could understand he had to make a living."
"It ain't everything, making a living. He was just
afraid."
"He didn't have anything to be afraid of. He was doin'
just fine."
"He was afraid, just like you taught him to be. Just
like he taught me to be."
"I ain't never taught him to be afraid of anything."
Ballard spoke, low and quietlike, as though he spoke
only to the air. "He told me about when he was a boy and
how you took everyone to the fair one_ summer.

He talked

about how poor you were. And you thought you could beat
those midway games. And he had to stand there and watch you
lose every dime you had in your pocket. That was the only
time he ever saw you lose your composure~ That's what he
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said. He said he was determined never to be without money.
I've kind of accepted that. Him being gone all the time.
But you made him that way.
There was suddenly a mask upon his grandfather's face.
Cool. Stoic. But there was a darkness in the eyes that
showed the swollen anger, swollen like the gray clouds with
rain.

Ballard watched the wipers swinging back and forth.

They swung out and slapped the glass.
The truck passed under the interstate. They were
suddenly within the city limits, slowing for a stop light.
They took their turn and pulled out into the early morning
traffic.
"I guess you didn't hear much from your father when
you were in Grenada, did you?" He didn't want an answer.
He turned right at the next light and drove on through
town. "I know when I was in the Philippines, fighting the
Nips in the jungle, I sure enjoyed gettin' letters and such
from home.

I sure missed a lot of stuff, and it was a real

comfort to get somethin' from home."
"I didn't hear much from anyone," Ballard said. He
looked over at his grandfather to see if he would pick up
on what he was getting at. The old man just kept driving.
Ballard turned his head and looked out his window at the
rain.
The truck bumped over some tracks and the grandfather
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turned into the lumberyard, rolling to a stop near the wide
doors.

He shut off the engine, honked the horn, and sat

back in the seat.
"You know everybody's glad you're home, don't you."
"It sure don't seem like it. Dad had to leave on
business. Mom didn't seem too thrilled. Nobody acts like
they care much."
"Ain't no reason to be that way."
"I guess you know what happened, me freezing up."
"In Grenada?"
"Yeah."
"I reckon I do."
"I guess we're all afraid." Ballard looked over at his
grandfather. Ballard waited for some sort of redemption, of
even forgiveness. The man just stared out into the rain.
Ballard reached out to grasp the man's hands, resting on
the steering wheel. Suddenly, the hand was gone. A voice
now rose up, like a detached entity, and filled the cab.
"Look, you're always welcome. That's it."
The rain drummed on the top of the cab. The windows
glazed with rain. Ballard felt like he was drowning.
The wide doors of the building slid open and a man
stepped out and waved at the truck.
"I'm glad Will's here. I'm gonna need a hand building
that stall." The grandfather stared at the rain flowing
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down the window, then breathed deep, opened the door and
stepped out into the rain.
"You coming?" he asked without looking back. The door
shut behind him, leaving Ballard alone in the empty shell
of the truck. Once, he had asked his mother why she hadn't
come back home. "I didn't leave to come back," had been her
answer. Ballard could understand that now.
Through the window, Ballard saw the two men shake
hands.

They walked into the depths of the warehouse. It

was lighted and they walked slowly, pointing here and there
at the wood piled to the roof as they talked.
Ballard opened the door, feeling the rain against his
face as he walked across the lot and into the building. His
grandfather and the salesman were talking about building
something. There was lumber piled stark and bone naked to
the ceiling like great stacks of ribs.
about.

Ballard wandered

He walked up and down aisles. Here were some nails.

Doors displayed in frames.

Ceiling fans.

There was

paneling, windows, floor tiles, bathtubs, faucets, grout.
All the intestines. Prefabricated roof sections sat back in
the corner.

Up and down the aisles he went. He felt as

though he were inside some sort of leviathan.
He wondered what it would take to build a house. He
realized he really didn't have any idea.
Out through the doors of the building he walked and
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everywhere it was wet.

